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ABSTRACT

This dissertation seeks to explain suspects’ decision-making processes within the
context of a custodial interrogation by presenting a new model of confessions referred to as
the interrogation decision-making model. The model proposes that suspects’ decision-
making process can be analyzed at two different levels—a micro-level process and a macro-
level process. Drawing on expected utility theory (Edwards, 1962; Shoemaker, 1982; VVon
Neumann & Morgenstern, 1944), the micro-level process of the model introduces a
mathematical framework to explain the psychological mechanisms underlying suspects’
single interrogation decision at a certain point in time. The macro-level process of the model
describes the dynamic nature of suspects” multiple interrogation decisions throughout an
interrogation. These two processes jointly explain suspects’ decisions to deny or confess guilt
during a custodial interrogation.

This dissertation also describes two experimental studies that tested key predictions
generated by the model. Experiment 1 (N = 205) tested the prediction that suspects decide
whether to deny or confess guilt on the basis of a proximal outcome’s perceived desirability,
or in terms of the model, its perceived utility. Experiment 2 (N = 158) tested the prediction
that suspects decide whether to deny or confess guilt on the basis of a distal outcome’s
perceived utility. The results of the experiments were mixed. Whereas the utility of a
proximal outcome did not significantly influence participants’ admissions and denials of
prior misconduct, the utility of a distal outcome did. These findings provide partial support
for the model by showing that a critical factor affecting suspects’ decision-making is the

perceived utility of distal outcomes.



CHAPTER 1. THE MYTH OF CONFESSIONS

When Jeffrey Deskovic walked out of prison at the age of 32, he had spent nearly half
of his life behind bars. “The time period to have a family, to spend time with my family, is
lost. I lost all my friends. My family has become strangers to me...There was a woman who |
wanted to marry at the time that [ was convicted, and I lost that too,” he said, sadly (Santo,
2006, para 4-5). The catastrophic transition that altered Jeffrey’s life occurred in 1990, when
he was convicted of raping and murdering his high school classmate, Angela Correa. Jeffery
had been targeted as a suspect because he was late for school on the day of Angela’s murder
and because the police perceived him as “overly distraught” during Angela’s funeral (Santos,
2006, para. 16). The police brought him into a small and isolated room. After being
questioned for over six hours, Jeffery told the police what they wanted to hear—he confessed
to the murder even though he was innocent. “I thought it was all going to be O.K. in the
end”, he said, thinking that his innocence would be proven by the DNA evidence collected at
the crime scene (Santo, 2006, para. 18). However, the jury chose to base its verdict on
Jeffrey’s tearful confession, not on the contradictory DNA test result. Jeffery spent sixteen
years in prison and was released only after the DNA sample obtained from the crime scene
was determined to match that of another man—Steven Cunningham—who subsequently
confessed to the murder (Innocence Project, 2016a).

Jeffery’s case reveals the incriminating power of a confession. As the U.S. Supreme
Court pointed out in the case of Bruton v. United States (1968), “...the defendant's own
confession is probably the most probative and damaging evidence that can be admitted
against him” (p.7). McCormick (1972) expressed the same viewpoint when he said, “The

introduction of a confession makes the other aspects of a trial in court superfluous” (p. 316).



Both archival and experimental research have confirmed the powerful role of
confession evidence in the incrimination and conviction of both guilty and innocent suspects.
For example, Drizin and Leo (2004) found that among a sample of proven false confessors,
more than 80% were wrongfully convicted. Kassin and Sukel (1997) demonstrated that
confession evidence strongly influenced the verdicts of mock jurors—even when they were
told that the confession was coerced, even when they knew that the confession was ruled
inadmissible, and even when they regarded themselves as not being influenced by the
confession. In fact, a confession has such a profound effect on jurors that sometimes it can
overwhelm the effect of exculpatory evidence, as it did at Jeffery Deskovic’s trial in which
the jury gave more weight to his confession than to the contradictory DNA evidence
(Appleby & Kassin, 2016).

Because of its incriminating power, a confession typically leads to legal sanctions
(Kassin & Gudjonsson, 2004). These sanctions can be so severe that common sense would
suggest that even guilty suspects would form a solid mindset not to admit guilt during a
custodial interrogation (Gudjonsson, 2003). Yet between 42% and 55% of all suspects
confess when interrogated by police (Kassin & Gudjonsson, 2004). These figures are not
limited to guilty suspects. As revealed by the more than 300 exoneration cases reported on
the Innocence Project’s webpage, approximately 25% of innocent suspects made self-
incriminating statements or outright confessions during a custodial interrogation (Innocence
Project, 2016b). These striking numbers give rise to a fundamental psychological question:

Why do suspects confess?



Empirical Research

The irrational act of confessing has led researchers to examine factors associated with
confessions, especially those associated with false confessions (for reviews, see Kassin,
2008, 2012; Kassin et al., 2010; Houston, Meissner, & Evans, 2014). This body of work has
established that situational, dispositional, and criminological factors significantly influence
suspects’ tendency to confess when interrogated. The situational factors that have been tested
pertain primarily to characteristics associated with a custodial interrogation, particularly
interrogation techniques that police use to elicit confessions. The dispositional factors that
have been tested include cognitive disabilities, psychological illness, and personality traits.
The criminological factors that have been tested are suspects’ true innocence or guilt,
criminal history, and the perceived seriousness of the crime. The following subsections
briefly review the documented effects that these factors have on suspects’ confessions during
custodial interrogations.
Situational factors

Interrogation techniques are designed to break down a suspect’s resistance to
confession (Ofshe & Leo, 1997a). In the past, police relied heavily on “third degree”
methods to extract confessions. Because it is conceivable that both innocent and guilty
suspects alike would confess under relentless physical torture, needs deprivation, and mental
suffering, third degree methods have been abandoned in the U.S. since the 1960s (Bedau &
Radelet, 1987; Leo, 2004). Modern interrogation techniques, which are psychologically
based, are broadly classified into two categories: minimization and maximization (Kassin &
McNall, 1991). Minimization includes so-called “soft-sell” techniques, which lull suspects

into a false sense of security, thereby encouraging a confession (Kassin & McNall, 1991, p.



235). They include rapport building, moral justifications and excuses (e.g., Russano,
Meissner, Narchet, & Kassin, 2005), and reducing the apparent seriousness of the offense
(e.g., Horgan, Russano, Meissner, & Evans, 2012). Maximization includes so-called “hard-
sell” techniques, which intimidate or threaten suspects (Kassin & McNall, 1991, p. 234).
These techniques also encourage suspects to confess, but do so by causing them to believe
that they are trapped by the weight of the evidence. These techniques include presenting false
evidence such as false polygraph test results or false eyewitness evidence (e.g., Kassin &
Kiechel, 1996; Nash & Wade, 2009), exaggerating the seriousness of the offense, and
implying that suspects will receive harsh punishment if they do not admit guilt (e.g., Horgan
et al., 2012). Though these psychologically based techniques are subtle and sophisticated,
abundant research has demonstrated that they have powerful effects on behavior as evidenced
by their tendency to elicit confessions from both guilty and innocent suspects (Kassin et al.,
2010).
Dispositional factors

Suspects’ susceptibility to interrogation techniques are influenced by individual
differences. One of the most commonly studied individual differences is a suspect’s age.
Both behavioral and neurological research findings have converged on the conclusion that
youth are characterized by immaturity, impulsivity, a decreased capacity to consider future
consequences, and an increased susceptibility to social influence (Grisso et al., 2003; Owen-
Kostelnik, Reppucci, & Meyer, 2006). Consistent with the idea that these dispositional
attributes put juveniles at particularly high risk of falsely confessing, research has shown that

juveniles are over-represented in false confession cases—35% of the false confessors were



below the age of 18 in Drizin and Leo’s (2004) sample, whereas only 13% of people arrested
for violent crimes were juveniles (Puzzanchera, 2011).

Many of the dispositional qualities that are associated with youth are also associated
with cognitive disabilities. Research has shown that individuals with low 1Q scores, impaired
executive functioning, and reduced adaptive behavior are especially vulnerable to police
influence. They are also impulsive in their judgments and decisions, qualities that increase
their risk of falsely confessing (Kassin et al., 2010). For example, individuals with these
cognitive disabilities are highly susceptible to leading questions and negative feedback
(Everington & Fulero, 1999), and have difficulty understanding legal consequences of a
confession (Cloud, Shepherd, Barkoff, & Shur, 2002). Because of these deficits, suspects
with cognitive disabilities might confess to a crime merely to avoid the discomfort of police
interrogation (Appelbaum & Appelbaum, 1994).

Criminological factors

Suspects’ true innocence or guilt influences their tendency to confess during an
interrogation. Though innocent suspects are significantly less likely to confess than guilty
suspects (Gudjonsson, 2003), they are uniquely vulnerable to a psychological mindset
referred to as the phenomenology of innocence (Kassin, 2005; Guyll et al., 2013). According
to this concept, innocent suspects strongly believe in the protective power of their innocence
and fail to recognize the inherent danger of the situation. As a result, innocent suspects make
behavioral choices that put their long-term interests at risk. For example, innocent suspects
are more likely than guilty suspects to waive their Miranda rights (Kassin & Norwick, 2004),
to agree to a show-up rather than a lineup that would offer them more protection (Holland,

Kassin, & Wells, 2005), and to increase their willingness to confess when interrogators bluff



about evidence (Perillo & Kassin, 2011). As Kassin (2005) concludes, ... innocence puts
innocents at risk” (p. 215).

Criminal history is another factor that influences suspects’ confession decisions. All
else being equal, suspects without previous criminal records are less likely to invoke their
Miranda rights and are more likely to confess during an interrogation than are suspects with
previous criminal records (Leo, 1996; Moston, Stephenson, & Williamson, 1992). Suspects’
tendency to confess during a custodial interrogation is also influenced by the type and
seriousness of crimes of which they have been accused. Research has revealed that suspects
more readily confess to non-serious offenses than serious ones (Madon, Yang, Smalarz,
Guyll, & Scherr, 2013; Moston et al., 1992). Taken together, these findings suggest that
suspects who are truly guilty, who do not have a prior criminal record, and who have been
accused of a less serious offense are more likely to confess.

Theoretical Models

A variety of theoretical models have attempted to explain the psychological processes
underlying suspects’ confessions. These models reflect three different theoretical
perspectives, including psychoanalytic, cognitive-behavioral, and decision-making.
Psychoanalytic perspective

Models reflecting a psychoanalytic perspective emphasize the role of the unconscious
as the key determinant of confessions. Both Reik (1959) and Rogge (1975), for example,
have proposed that feelings of guilt and remorse drive suspects to confess. According to their
models, suspects develop an unconscious compulsion to confess in order to release negative
emotions, occasionally even to a crime they did not actually commit. Therefore, these models

highlight the role of internal conflict and feelings of guilt in suspects’ confessions.



Cognitive-behavioral perspective

The cognitive-behavioral approach to understanding confessions emphasizes factors
that encourage suspects to confess by virtue of altering their cognitions and behaviors.
Gudjonsson (2003), for example, has proposed a five-factor model of confessions. This
model includes both antecedents and consequences of confessions that are categorized as
social, emotional, cognitive, situational, and physiological. Antecedents are events that
precede a confession, such as distress, physical isolation, and drug withdrawal.
Consequences are events that follow a confession, such as police approval, feeling relief, and
a reduction in arousal.

According to the model, antecedents trigger confessions. For example, the heightened
physiological reactivity experienced by suspects during an interrogation may weaken their
ability to sustain denials of involvement in the crime, thus causing them to confess.
Consequences reflect the short-term and long-term effects that the confession brings about.
Short-term consequences reinforce suspects for having confessed. For example, after
confessing, a suspect’s physiological reactivity may return to normal, thus reinforcing the
decision to confess. Long-term consequences punish suspects for confessing. For example,
once a suspect has confessed, s/he is more likely to be found guilty and face incarceration
than if no confession had been made. According to the five-factor model, therefore,
antecedents and consequences jointly influence suspects’ tendency to confess.
Decision-making perspective

Two models explain confessions from the perspective of decision-making. Hilgendorf
& Irving (1981) first conceptualized suspects as decision-makers, proposing that suspects are

faced with a series of decisions during custodial interrogation: whether to speak or remain



silence, whether to admit to the accusation or not, whether to divulge or conceal the truth,
and how to respond to interrogators, etc. Hilgendorf and Irving noted that suspects’ decisions
are governed by subjective rather than objective assessments of the perceived consequences
and their probability of occurrence. They further argued that under intense pressure, suspects
are motivated to obtain social approval from their interrogators and, at the same time, that
their capacity to make efficient decisions is severely impaired. In short, this model highlights
important factors that influence suspects’ decision-making during custodial interrogation.
Ofshe and Leo (1997a, 1997b) have proposed a two-step decision-making model to
describe how police manipulate and alter suspects’ initial denials to a confession during an
interrogation. Police interrogators first attempt to move suspects from a position of
confidence, where suspects believe that they will benefit from continued denials, to one of
despair, where suspects believe that they will certainly be arrested, prosecuted, and
ultimately convicted. Thus, according to this model, the first goal of interrogation is to
change suspects’ perception of the immediate situation and to elicit hopelessness and despair.
Police achieve this goal with interrogation techniques that lead suspects to believe that the
case against them is so strong that they are trapped by the weight of the evidence. For
example, Ofshe and Leo described how police accuse suspects of committing the crime,
present suspects with incriminating evidence, and attack suspects’ memory. Once suspects’
confidence has been shaken and hopelessness and despair have set in, Ofshe and Leo propose
that police interrogators transition into step two where they offer suspects incentives that pull
for a confession by leading them to believe that it is in their best interests to confess. These
incentives range from low end incentives such as the suggestion that a confession will

alleviate feelings of guilt to high end incentives that promise leniency or avoidance of the



death penalty. Thus, the hypothesized two-step process is designed to influence suspects’
subjective assessments about their available choices and the likely consequences that will
result.

Is a New Model Needed?

Empirical research has revealed a great many factors that influence suspects’
confessions. However, from my point of view, these research findings are scrambled jigsaw
pieces that are waiting to be assembled into a complete picture. To do so, the field needs a
theoretical model that can systematically explain the psychological mechanisms underlying
suspects’ confessions. Such a model must be able to explain patterns of research findings
related to confessions and to arrange them into a coherent and integrated picture.

For two reasons, existing models of confessions do not achieve this. First, most
models are descriptive rather than analytical. They describe the interrogation process, but do
not explain the causal mechanisms that operate to influence suspects’ confessions. Second,
even for models that have proposed underlying mechanisms, they reflect a piecemeal
approach. The aforementioned decision-making models, for example, have proposed that
suspects’ subjective perceptions of the probability of potential consequences play a
fundamental role in confessions, but they do not explain how. How do suspects make
confession decisions on the basis of their perceptions? In what way do police interrogation
practices manipulate suspects’ perceptions of these consequences? How does this mechanism
explain differences in the confession rates between the innocent and the guilty, juveniles and
adults, and those with and without cognitive, emotional, and psychological vulnerabilities?
Without a coherent architecture, these models are limited precisely because they do not delve

deeply enough into the psychological processes underlying confession decisions.
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In this sense, the question “why do suspects confess?” has not yet been adequately
addressed. Thus, even though various factors and phenomena relevant to confessions have
been examined, the field still lacks a theory that can assemble these individual jigsaw pieces

together into a whole.
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CHAPTER 2. AN INTERROGATION DECISION-MAKING MODEL

This chapter introduces a new model of confessions referred to as the interrogation
decision-making model. This model provides a systematic framework with which to
understand, explain, and predict suspects’ confessions and denials within the context of a
custodial police interrogation. The model conceptualizes suspects as decision-makers who
must decide whether to deny or confess guilt when subjected to police pressure. The model’s
conceptualization of suspects as decision-makers is consistent with existing models of
confessions (Hilgendorf & Irving, 1981; Ofshe & Leo, 1997a, 1997D). It also aligns with the
legal system’s standards of voluntariness which requires that, to be admissible in court, a
confession must be given freely without the influence of coercion or threat (Grano, 1979).

First and foremost, the interrogation decision-making model proposes that suspects’
decision-making within the context of a custodial interrogation can be understood and
analyzed at two different levels: a micro-level process and a macro-level process. The micro-
level process takes an analytical view and considers a snapshot of an interrogation at a
specific moment. It focuses on the psychological mechanisms that underlie a single decision
that suspects make at a given time point during an interrogation. The macro-level process, in
contrast, takes a holistic view and considers the panorama of an interrogation. It focuses on
the dynamic nature of suspects’ multiple decisions throughout the entire course of an
interrogation. The micro- and macro-level processes analyze suspects’ decision-making at
different levels, yet they are naturally connected. The micro-level process forms the basic
building blocks for the macro-level process, and the macro-level process identifies factors
that influence the micro-level process. Together, these two processes help to organize and

explain suspects’ decision-making during an interrogation.
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Micro-Level Process: An Analytical View of an Interrogation Decision

As mentioned above, the micro-level process of the model takes a snapshot of
interrogation and anatomizes suspects’ interrogation decisions at the individual level.
Concretely, the micro-level process corresponds to the psychological mechanisms that
underlie a suspect’s interrogation decision at a specific point in time. This section presents a
theoretical framework to explain and understand suspects’ micro-level decision-making
process.

The term decision space refers to the collection of all choices that suspects perceive
as being available to them in the course of an interrogation. For example, during an
interrogation, suspects may perceive themselves to have the choice to deny guilt, the choice
to confess, and the choice to invoke their Miranda rights (Hilgendorf & Irving, 1981; Ofshe
& Leo, 1997a). Although the model can accommodate all choices that exist within suspects’
decision space, for simplicity, the following presentation of the model considers only two
choices: to deny guilt and to confess guilt. With this restriction in place, the decision space is
mathematically expressed as,

Q = {Choices in an interrogation: denial, confession}

Throughout this article, D denotes the choice of a denial, C denotes the choice of a
confession, and x denotes either a denial or a confession. Mathematically, x = D or C.

The micro-level process of the interrogation decision-making model explains how
suspects decide between choices within their decision space to reach an optimal decision at a
certain time point during an interrogation. Figure 1 presents a flowchart to illustrate the

micro-level process that underlies suspects’ interrogation decisions.
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1. Suspect factors
2. Crime factors
3. Interrogation factors

v

1. Subjective judgments of a denial (choice D):

. . D
e Qutcomes associated with D = ( ”)

Dy
i. Utility u(D)
ii. Probability p(D)
2. Subjective judgments of a confession (choice C):

C
e Outcomes associated with € = ( C”)
d

i. Utility u(€)
ii. Probability p(C)
3. Discount rate 0

1. Expected utility of a denial (choice D):
E[u(D)] = E[u(D,)] + 6E[u(Dg)]

= z p(Dy; )u(Dy;) + 6 Z P(Da)u(Dy;)
i=1 i=1

2. Expected utility of a confession (choice C):
E[u(0)] = E[u(Cp)] + 0E[u(Cy)]

p ngq
= Z p(Cpi)u(Cpi) + 6 Z p(Cq)u(Cqi)
i=1 i=1
NO
Confession (C) ]
YES

[ Denial (D) ]

Figure 1. This flowchart presents suspects’ micro-level decision-making process. The
rounded rectangle at the top shows the starting step, during which different sources of factors
are input into the process. The two sharp rectangles in the middle reveal the processing steps,
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through which suspects form evaluation of the expected utilities of their choices. The
diamond shows the decision rule according to which suspects make their decisions whether
to deny or confess guilt. The rounded rectangles at the bottom indicate the end of the process,
i.e., the final outputs generated by the decision rule.

In Figure 1, the rounded rectangle at the top indicates the starting point—factors that
influence suspects’ decision-making. The two sharp rectangles in the middle represent the
processing steps. During the processing steps, those factors shape suspects’ subjective
judgments of the proximal and distal outcomes following a denial and a confession; suspects
then use these subjective judgments to evaluate their preference for a denial and a confession,
which are quantified in the model as the expected utilities of these two choices. The diamond
shows the decision step—once suspects form evaluations of the expected utilities of a denial
and a confession, they implicitly compare these two choices according to the decision rule
involved in this step. Depending upon the outcome of the decision rule, suspects’ micro-level
decision-making process ends with one choice in the decision space—either a denial or a
confession. This flowchart, therefore, presents the micro-level process that suspects use to
make a decision between the two choices in their decision space. The following sections
elaborate on these steps.

Decision step: How suspects choose between choices

How do suspects make a decision between a denial and a confession? The model
proposes that suspects make their decisions by comparing the expected utilities of a denial
and a confession. They will choose to deny guilt if they believe that a denial will yield the
greatest expected utility, but will choose to confess if they believe that a confession will yield
the greatest expected utility. This decision rule is shown in the diamond, and its outputs are

presented in the two rounded rectangles at the bottom in Figure 1.
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Processing steps: How suspects evaluate choices

According to the above decision rule, suspects make a decision on the basis of their
evaluations of the expected utilities of a denial and a confession. Conceptually, expected
utility reflects suspects’ preference for a particular choice. Mathematically, the expected

utility of a given choice x (x = D or C) is expressed below in Equation 1.

Equation 1.
Elu()] = E[u(x,)] + 0F[u(xa)] = )" plape)ulp) + 6 ) plraduCra)
i=1 =1

Four sets of parameters influence the expected utility of a choice. These parameters
are presented by the symbols x, u(-), p(+), and 8. The following subsections explain how
these four parameters impinge upon suspects’ confession decisions.

Perceived outcomes: Proximal and distal. The first set of parameters is presented
by the vector x in Equation 1. It represents all of the outcomes that suspects perceive will
follow their choice x, whether it be a denial or a confession. The vector x is further

. . _ T
partitioned into two sub-vectors x,, and x4. The sub-vector x,, = (X1, Xpz, -, Xpn,,)

includes all proximal outcomes that suspects perceive will immediately follow choice x
during an interrogation, and the sub-vector x4 = (x41, Xq2,, ---» xdnd)T includes all distal
outcomes that suspects perceive will follow choice x in the future; that is, after an
interrogation has ended.

To illustrate, consider the choice of denying guilt. Suspects who consider this choice
are predicted to perceive themselves as likely to experience potential proximal outcomes,
including longer detainment, additional confrontational questioning, and the continued

experience of negative emotions such as hopelessness, anxiety, and stress (Gudjonsson,
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2003; Gudjonsson & Sigurdsson, 1999). Suspects may also perceive the choice of denying
guilt to have a variety of distal outcomes, such as exculpation, or perhaps a lighter sentence if
convicted. The choice of confessing has a mirrored set of outcomes. Suspects who consider
the choice to confess may perceive this course of action to not only be associated with the
proximal outcomes of being released from an interrogation or being given permission to
make a phone call, but also with potential distal outcomes, some of which could be quite
serious, such as conviction, a lengthy prison sentence, or execution (Drizin & Leo, 2004;
Gudjonsson, 2003).

How do suspects make the optimal decision between the two choices of denial and
confession when each one has multiple outcomes associated with it? According to expected
utility theory, people evaluate the expected utility of a specific choice in terms of the
probability and utility of its outcomes and, moreover, that they will make the choice that
yields the highest expected utility (Edwards, 1962; Shoemaker, 1982; Von Neumann &
Morgenstern, 1944). Applying the same idea to the interrogation situation, the interrogation
decision-making model proposes that the probability and utility of the perceived outcomes
are key elements that influence suspects’ interrogation decisions. When considering whether
to deny or confess guilt, interrogated suspects will evaluate the expected utility of each
choice in terms of its outcomes’ probabilities (i.c., perceived likelihoods of occurrence) and
utilities (i.e., perceived (un)desirability of the outcomes). The idea that an outcome’s
probability and utility influence suspects’ decision is reflected in Equation 1.

Probability. In Equation 1, the function p(-) is a probability function that represents

suspects’ perception of an outcome’s chance of occurring as a result of a given choice
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(Gilboa, Postlewaite, & Schmeidler, 2008). For example, a suspect may expect a 0% chance
of conviction if s/he denies guilt, but an 80% chance of conviction if s/he confesses.

Utility. Equation 1 also includes the utility function u(-). It represents suspects’
perception of an outcome’s (un)desirability; that is, how much satisfaction, happiness, or
“goodness” is expected if the outcome occurs (Mongin, 1988; Schoemaker, 1982). For
example, a suspect may expect to experience a high degree of dissatisfaction and
unhappiness if the outcome of conviction occurs. An outcome’s utility has two components:
valence and magnitude. The valence of an outcome’s utility indicates whether the outcome is
perceived as positive or negative. A positive valence represents a desired outcome, whereas a
negative valence represents an undesired outcome. For example, if u(y) is positively
valenced and u(z) is negatively valenced, then yis desired and z is undesired. The magnitude
of an outcome’s utility reflects how strongly the outcome is desired or undesired. If u(y) =
200 and u(z) = 100, then both y and z are desired, but y is twice as desirable as z. Similarly,
if u(y) = 200 and u(z) = —100, then y is desired and z is undesired, and furthermore, the
magnitude of the desirability associated with y is twice the magnitude of the undesirability
associated with z.

Discount distal outcomes. It is well established that human beings temporally
discount delayed outcomes (Berns, Laibson, & Loewenstein, 2007; Kalenscher & Pennartz,
2008). Compared with larger rewards in the future, people prefer immediate outcomes with
smaller values. This robust phenomenon of temporal discounting is also at play when
suspects decide whether or not to confess to crimes. Empirical research has demonstrated that
suspects have a propensity to focus on short-term contingencies, giving disproportionate

weight to the proximal outcomes that are delivered by police during an interrogation, without
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sufficient consideration of the distal (and often more severe) outcomes that may be levied by
the judicial system if they are convicted (Madon, Guyll, Scherr, Greathouse, & Wells, 2012;
Madon et al., 2013).

Drawing on this body of work, the model predicts that suspects discount distal
outcomes. Equation 1 represents this predicted tendency with the parameter 6. According to
the model, the discount rate becomes smaller as suspects’ tendency to discount distal
outcomes becomes greater. The interrogation decision-making model assumes that the
discount rate, 8, can only take values between 0 and 1, inclusively. The lower bound value of
0 represents full discounting: Suspects make their interrogation decisions solely on the basis
of anticipated proximal outcomes without any regard for distal outcomes. The upper bound
value of 1, by contrast, represents the absence of discounting: Suspects make their
interrogation decisions on the basis of both anticipated distal outcomes and proximal
outcomes, without any discounting of distal outcomes. This assumption is expressed
mathematically as: 0 < 6 < 1.

Table 1. Examples of suspects’ perceived proximal and distal outcomes

Proximal outcomes Distal outcomes

Valence (-) Valence (+) Valence (-) Valence (+)

Police disapproval;
Extended detainment;

] More interrogation Convince police of Conviction based
Denial (D) techniques; innocence; on other evidence.  Not convicted.
Anxiety, guilt and End interrogation.
remorse from deception
(if guilty).

Police approval,
Confession (C) Discomfort from Relief from Conviction and
deception (if innocent). deception (if guilty). legal sanctions.
End interrogation.

Not convicted.
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Table 1 lists examples of suspects’ perceived proximal and distal outcomes for a
denial and a confession, respectively. In addition to the classification of proximal and distal
outcomes, Table 1 also separates the perceived outcomes according to their valence. From
the table, it may be noted that suspects can perceive a denial and a confession to produce
different outcomes. For instance, suspects may expect that an interrogator will show
disapproval in response to a denial but approval in response to a confession. It is also the case
that suspects can perceive a denial and a confession to produce the same outcomes. For
instance, it is possible that suspects, especially innocent ones, will anticipate that they can
convince police interrogators of their innocence and end an interrogation by continually
denying guilt; it is also possible that suspects, especially guilty ones, will perceive future
conviction as a probable event even if they continually deny guilt if they believe that the
police have other evidence to support incrimination.

Subjective judgments. It is important to emphasize that suspects’ perceptions of
possible outcomes are subjective rather than objective. Moreover, because the information
that is available to suspects can be both insufficient and inaccurate, their subjective
judgments may not be valid (Gilboa et al., 2008). In other words, it is suspects’ subjective
beliefs about the probability and utility of likely outcomes, which may or may not be
accurate, that influence their decisions. When people use inaccurate perceptions during
decision making, their final decisions can lead to errors (Tversky & Kahneman, 1974, 1981).
For example, if gamblers mistakenly estimate the odds of winning a lottery, then they may
take the wrong action and lose large sums of money; if suspects underestimate the possibility
of being convicted, then they may decide to waive their Miranda rights or confess during an

interrogation (Kassin, 2005; Kassin & Norwick, 2004).
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Starting step: Factors affecting suspects’ subjective judgments

How do suspects form the subjective judgments of the parameters involved in the
expected utility function? A great many of factors may influence the information that
suspects use to construct their subjective judgments. For example, suspects’ knowledge about
the legal system and the incriminating evidence presented by police may influence their
perception of the probability of future conviction; suspects’ past experience in prison and the
seriousness of the offense may influence their perception of the utility of future punishment;
and suspects’ age, intelligence level, and mental status may influence their tendency to
discount the future. Because these factors operate in the macro-level process, | discuss them
with more detail in next section.
Examples: Understanding the micro-level process

The above sub-sections presented a theoretical framework for suspects’ micro-level
decision-making process. To further facilitate understanding of this framework, I next
present two hypothetical examples to illustrate how suspects evaluate the expected utility of a
denial and a confession and make a decision between these two choices. Table 2 shows the
mathematical expressions corresponding to the parameters involved in Equation 1. With
these parameters, the expected utility of each choice can be evaluated.

Table 2. Model parameters to evaluate expected utilities of a denial and a confession

. Distal outcomes Expected
Proximal outcomes . .
(discount rate 6) utility
() (+) () (+)
: u(Dp-),  u(Dps), u(Dg-),  u(Dgy),
D 1 (D 14 p +
MO, e p(0)  p(D) P
0
u(Cp—)» u(Cp+): u(Cq-), u(Cay),

Confession (C) ETu(C)]

p(Cp-) p(Cp4) p(Ca-) p(Cas)
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It can be further assumed the discount function () not only depends on the time
variable t, but on the specific outcome x;; as well. In other words, suspects’ tendency to
discount a distal outcome may be influenced by both the temporal distance and the
characteristics of the outcome. Thus, Equation 4 can be updated to,

Equation 5.

E[u()] =X Eu(x)] = 3, _ T, 6t x,)p(e)ulxe)

Though Equation 4 and 5 are more generalized and can thus deal with more
complicated situations involving uncertain and inter-temporal choices, I consider that the
interrogation decision-making model with Equation 1 is appealing to understanding suspects’
confession decisions. On one hand, suspects may generally consider all future outcomes
together in their decision-making processes, even though these outcomes may not happen at
the same time in the future. Therefore, the interrogation decision-making model, though
simplified, may capture suspects’ decision-making with fair accuracy. On the other hand,
assigning different discount rates to different distal outcomes makes it difficult to describe
suspects’ tendency to discount future outcomes. In application, it is concise to use one
parameter 6 to describe suspects’ individual differences in discounting. In addition, most
police interrogation techniques may only manipulate suspects’ perceptions of the probability
and utility of specific outcome(s), but may not directly manipulate suspects’ tendency to
discount distal outcome(s). Hence, it may not be necessary to include different discount rates
for different outcomes. For the above reasons, | consider the interrogation decision-making
model to be parsimonious and adequate to describe and understand suspects’ interrogation

decisions.
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APPENDIX H: IRB APPROVAL



