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Opinion

Davies [1] outlines in detail the British experience of a 
century of trial and error with lineups that resulted in mistaken 
identifications, that persist to this day. Large lineup [2-10] 
decrease substantially the chance of a mistaken identification. 
The problem with other lineups is that they are too small. For 
example, the British video lineup has nine members. If the 
suspect is innocent yet the witness yet chooses someone, the 
chance that the innocent suspect will be chosen is 1/9 = 0.11, 
i.e. 11%. Witnesses have many reasons for choosing someone by 
mistake. Often, they are the victim, or they simply want to help 
the police. 

Davies’ [1] collection of cases of known mistaken identifi-
cations is one source of evidence. Valentine Pickering & Darling 
[11] provide their own data and the data from Slater [12] and 
Wrignt, McDaid [13] which are all consistent in finding about 
20% choices of a foil, which are known mistaken identifications. 
About 40% were identifications of the suspect, and we can as-
sume from Davies’ [1] that some of these were mistaken iden-
tifications. 

As we have noted, the problem is that presently used lineups 
are so small. With the 48-person lineup, the chance of a witness 
who chooses will choose the innocent suspect is only 1/48 = 
0.02, that is 2%. Levi [10] found no difference in the number of 
correct identifications between the 48-person lineup and the 
British video lineup (though this finding needs to be replicated), 
and no difference in correct identifications between 48-person 
lineups and a 96-person lineup [5], which reduces mistaken  

 
identifications to 1%. British police are forbidden by law to use 
large lineups because they are composed of photographs. As part 
of the “trial and error” that Davies [1] describes, Great Britain 
is erring in not distinguishing between small photo lineups and 
large ones. To reduce substantially the still existing mistaken 
identifications, unless some other effective means of reducing 
mistaken identifications is found, the British police should 
be allowed to use large lineups. They have a very substantial 
collection of mugshots from which to pick appropriate foils.

It should be noted that Levi [8] discovered that no more than 
twelve photos should be shown at a time to maintain reasonable 
levels of correct identifications. A 96-person lineup consists 
of 8 pages (or computer screens) and poses no difficulty for 
witnesses.
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Abstract

Mistaken identifications continue to plague British lineups. The reason is that lineups are too small, and witnesses who choose when the 
suspect is innocent choose the innocent suspect too often. The solution is large lineups.
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