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Overview

• What is cognitive bias?

• What should forensic 
labs do to address bias? 

• How to work with bias 
experts + non-experts?



What isn’t Cognitive Bias?

Cognitive bias does NOT mean...

 Consciously prejudiced

 Fraudulent or dishonest

 Incompetent or careless



Experts Are Human Too!



What is Cognitive Bias?

SAME 
INFORMATION

DIFFERENT 
MINDSETS

DIFFERENT 
INTERPRETATIONS



Simple Research Examples

The same hill looks 
steeper if we’re  

tired or wearing a 
heavy backpack.

(Bhalla & Proffitt, 1999)

The same bottle 
of water appears 
less far away if 
we’re thirsty.

(Balcetis & Dunning, 2006)

The same faces look 
more similar if we 
believe the people 

are related.

(Bressan & dal Martello, 2002)



A Simple Analogy

Cognitive bias is like sneezing...

• Our brains automatically make us do 
it; we can’t just choose not to do it.

• It can be helpful, but it’s a problem if 
we do it too much or at the wrong time.

• Although we can’t control it, we can
take steps to protect against it.

• Did this expert remember to take
their allergy medicine?



Sources of Bias

Dror (2020); Kukucka & Dror (in press)

Outside information can 
influence our judgment 

in undesirable ways!



Fingerprint Comparisons

Same 
evidence

Different 
suspect

Different opinion
(52% vs. 27%)+ =

Smalarz et al. (2016)



Manner of Death Decisions

- 3.5 year-old White child

- Found unresponsive by 

maternal grandmother

- Occipital contusion

- Subgaleal hemorrhage

- Linear skull fracture

- 3.5 year-old Black child

- Found unresponsive by 

mother’s boyfriend

- Occipital contusion

- Subgaleal hemorrhage

- Linear skull fracture
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Task-Irrelevant Information

Extraneous info has been shown 

to affect expert judgments of...

• Forged documents (Miller, 1984)

• Latent fingerprints (Dror & Charlton, 2006)

• DNA mixtures (Dror & Hampikian, 2011)

• Crime scenes (van den Eeden et al., 2016)

• Bloodstain patterns (Osborne et al., 2016)

• Burn patterns (Bieber, 2012)

• Digital evidence (Sunde & Dror, 2021)

• Toxicology results (Hamnett & Dror, 2020)

• Skeletal remains (Nakhaeizadeh et al., 2014)

• Shoeprints (Sneyd et al., 2020)

• Dental X-rays (Chiam et al., 2021)

• Manner of death (Dror et al., 2021)

• Bullet comparisons (Kerstholt et al., 2010)



Evidence Submission Forms

Gardner et al. (2019)



Non-Blind Verification

Mattijssen et al. (2020)

Non-blind verifiers 
disagreed 12.5% of the time

Blind verifiers 
disagreed 42.3% of the time



Why Don’t Labs Change?

Kukucka et al. (2017)

“They’re the problem, 
not me!”

“They’re the problem, 
not me!”

The “Bias Blind Spot”



How to Avoid Bias?

Kukucka et al. (2017)

71.3%

48.8%



Linear Sequential Unmasking

Instead of considering all information 
in a random or incidental order…

… make thoughtful a priori decisions about 
what information to consider and when.

Most relevant
Most objective
Least biasing

Least relevant
Least objective

Most biasing

Irrelevant

Dror & Kukucka (2021)



Success Stories

Archer & Wallman (2016); Found & Ganas (2013)



LSU-E Worksheet

Quigley-McBride et al. (2021)

Goal = Transparency in decision-making



Do Attorneys Challenge?
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Who Do Jurors Trust?

Cross-examining on subjectivity may be effective.

Thompson & Scurich (2019) 



Bias Experts

When working a case, I want to review...

anything the expert 

RECEIVED
anything the expert 

PRODUCED

• submission forms

• call logs / e-mails

• notes / reports

• prior testimony

What did the expert know and when?

Did the expert follow appropriate procedures?



Cross and Redirect



Summary

• Cognitive bias affects 
everyone, like a reflex.

• Avoid biasing info and 
strive for transparency.

• Use familiar analogies + 
practice what we preach!
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