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Credibility judgments in context: effects of emotional
expression, presentation mode, and statement consistency
Sara Landström , Karl Ask and Charlotte Sommar

Department of Psychology, University of Gothenburg, Gothenburg, Sweden

ABSTRACT
In this study, we examined the effects of complainant emotionality,
presentation mode, and statement consistency on credibility
judgments in an intimate partner abuse case. Male and female
police trainees (N = 172) assessed the credibility of a domestic
abuse complainant who appeared either live or on video, and
behaved in an emotional (displaying sadness and distress) or a
neutral manner. In addition, the consistency of the statement with
other evidence was manipulated. Live (vs. video) and consistent
(vs. inconsistent) statements were perceived as more credible, and
the presentation mode effect was mediated by participants’ felt
compassion and approach/avoidance tendencies toward the
complainant. As predicted, emotional (vs. neutral) demeanor
increased perceived credibility through its effect on expectancy
confirmation, but this effect appears to have been masked by
other mechanisms (compassion and approach/avoidance)
operating in the opposite direction. These findings highlight the
need to consider multiple, sometimes conflicting, mechanisms
underlying extra-legal influences on credibility judgments. Legal
implications are discussed.
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March 25, 2007, 6:37 am: The Swedish Emergency Service receives a phone call from a
woman who, crying and sobbing, struggles to describe what has happened and where
she is. Again and again, she tries to bring herself together, but on each attempt she soon
falls back into tears. The fact that this 19-year old woman was so emotional when making
the phone call, immediately after she was allegedly drugged and brutally raped by two
men, would later prove to be key evidence in the trial against the so-called ‘Stureplan
profiles’ (the verdict of 16 October 2007 in Svea Court of Appeal, case B 3806-07). It is a con-
sistent finding that rape victims, who display negative emotions when disclosing the trau-
matic event, are more readily believed than victims behaving in a numbed or controlled
manner (Ask & Landström, 2010; Kaufmann, Drevland, Wessel, Overskeid, & Magnussen,
2003; Winkel & Koppelaar, 1991). It is, however, not known whether this emotional victim
effect (Ask & Landström, 2010) translates to adult victims of non-sexual crimes.
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Yet another factor that may influence how crime victims are assessed is the presen-
tation mode via which the victim is presented to observers. With rapid advances in crim-
inal and courtroom technology, the use of video-recorded testimonies as evidence has
become increasingly common. Research has consistently shown witnesses and victims tes-
tifying live are more positively evaluated, and rated as more credible, than those testifying
on video (Landström, Ask, & Sommar, 2015; Landström, Granhag, & Hartwig, 2005, 2007).
To date, however, the psychological mechanisms underlying this presentation mode effect
(Landström et al., 2015) have not been adequately examined. In this study, we investigate
the joint influence of presentation mode and emotional demeanor on credibility judg-
ments of an intimate partner abuse complainant, and explore possible mediators of
these effects. In addition, to put presentation mode and emotional demeanor in
context, we examine how the effects of these extra-legal factors compare with the
effect of a legally relevant factor – statement consistency.

Victim demeanor

In recent years, a growing number of experimental studies have shown that crime victims’
emotional display has a profound influence on their apparent credibility. This research has
found consistent evidence for the emotional victim effect (EVE); adult victims who express
strong negative emotions when talking about their victimization are perceived as more
credible than victims who display little emotion or positive feelings (Ask & Landström,
2010; Bollingmo, Wessel, Eilertsen, & Magnussen, 2008; Bollingmo, Wessel, Sandvold,
Eilertsen, & Magnussen, 2009; Golding, Fryman, Marsil, & Yozwiak, 2003; Hackett, Day, &
Mohr, 2008; Kaufmann et al., 2003; Lens, van Doorn, Pemberton, & Bogaerts, 2014; Rose,
Nadler, & Clark, 2006). This robust finding is problematic, given that there is considerable
variation in how people respond to and cope with negative events (Krohne, 2003; Watson
& Clark, 1984) and the fact that crime victims display a wide range of psychological reac-
tions, ranging from mild to severe (Frieze, Hymer, & Greenberg, 1987). Hence, there
appears to be no single emotional response that is telling of the type and severity of a
criminal event. Moreover, victims may regulate their emotional expressions for self-presen-
tational purposes (Winkel & Koppelaar, 1991), further underscoring the inappropriateness
of using emotional expressiveness as a sign of credibility.

Most researchers have adopted a stereotype-based account to explain why the EVE
occurs. That is, it has been assumed that people carry stereotypical expectations about
what constitutes a ‘normal’ reaction to victimization, and that victims who do not
display such a reaction are viewed as lacking in credibility (e.g. Calhoun, Cann, Selby, &
Magee, 1981; Winkel & Koppelaar, 1991). Consistent with this assumption, Hackett et al.
(2008) showed that individuals with strong (vs. weak) expectations about emotional
victim behaviors were more likely to exhibit the EVE. Moreover, Ask and Landström
(2010) found that perceived violation of expectations mediated the effect of victim demea-
nor on credibility judgments. The stereotype account represents a ‘cold’ cognitive
approach because it assumes the mapping of prior expectations (i.e. stereotypes) onto
incoming behavioral information (i.e. victim demeanor), without the involvement of moti-
vational or affective elements.

In the first demonstration of this kind, Ask and Landström (2010) showed that an
emotional (vs. numbed) victim is judged as more credible not only because her demeanor
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better matched observers’ expectations, but also because it evoked stronger feelings of
compassion. This ‘hot’ cognitive account thus suggests that the process of credibility judg-
ment involves affective components. This notion resonates well with findings in lie-detec-
tion research, showing that people’s deception judgments are negatively correlated with
the extent to which they have a generally positive impression (i.e. friendly, cooperative,
pleasant) of the judgment target (Hartwig & Bond, 2011). Experimental evidence further
corroborates the affective nature of credibility judgment. According to approach–avoid-
ance accounts of self-regulation, positive and negative objects and persons automatically
trigger approach or avoidance actions in observers (Cacioppo, Priester, & Berntson, 1993).
Conversely, liking for concurrently perceived objects and persons change in a congruent
manner depending on whether the observer is in an approach-related or avoidance-
related body state (e.g. Cacioppo et al., 1993; Kawakami, Phills, Steele, & Dovidio, 2007)
– a phenomenon that has been brought forward as an example of embodied cognition
(e.g. Niedenthal, Barsalou, Winkielman, Krauth-Gruber, & Ric, 2005). Consistent with an
affective account of credibility judgments, Ask and Reinhard (2018) found that participants
in an approach (vs. avoidance) state felt less negative feelings towards the target, and that
this in turn led to more favorable judgments of the target’s credibility.

Just like sexual assault, intimate partner violence (IPV) is a prevalent worldwide problem
(e.g. Kramer, Lorenzon, & Mueller, 2004). It occurs in all types of relationships, but it is often
depicted, in accordance with traditional gender norms, as domestic violence committed
by heterosexual men against their wives or girlfriends. Worldwide, no less than one in
three women who have been in a relationship have experienced physical and/or sexual
violence by their intimate partner (WHO, 2013). IPV is a crime surrounded with feelings
of guilt, shame and self-blame and approximately only about 20% of those offended
report the crime to the police (e.g. BRÅ, 2009; Klein & Tobin, 2008; Tjaden & Thoennes,
2000). Of the offences reported to the police, about one third will be prosecuted and
about half of these prosecutions will result in a conviction (see e.g. Garner & Maxwell,
2009). One reason why many cases fail to be prosecuted is the lack of objective (e.g.
medical reports) and subjective (e.g. other witnesses; Belknap et al., 2000) evidence.
Hence, assessing the credibility of a victim’s statement is of great importance for legal
practitioners throughout the judicial system – from the initial judgments made by the
police to judgments made by prosecutors and judges. In line with previous research on
female rape victims (e.g. Ask & Landström, 2010), we predicted that the female IPV com-
plainant would be perceived as more credible when behaving in an emotional manner (i.e.
show signs of sadness and distress) than when behaving neutrally (Hypothesis 1a) and that
affective (i.e. participants’ compassion with the complainant) and motivational (i.e. partici-
pants’motivation to avoid and approach the complainant) components (Hypothesis 1b) as
well as expectancy violation (Hypothesis 1c) would mediate this effect (Ask & Landström,
2010).

Presentation mode

The presentation mode effect (PME) means that witnesses and complainants that appear
live (i.e. with the observers physically present) are more positively evaluated and perceived
as more credible than targets that appear on video. The PME is robust for both adult (Land-
ström et al., 2005, 2015) and child targets (Goodman et al., 1998, 2006; Landström &
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Granhag, 2010; Landström, Granhag, & Hartwig, 2007; Orcutt, Goodman, Tobey, Batter-
man-Faunce, & Thomas, 2001; Ross et al., 1994; Tobey, Goodman, Batterman-Faunce,
Orcutt, & Sachsenmaier, 1995). The effect also generalizes to witnesses (Landström
et al., 2005, 2007; Landström & Granhag, 2010) and complainants (Goodman et al.,
1998, 2006; Landström et al., 2015; Orcutt et al., 2001; Ross et al., 1994; Tobey et al.,
1995), as well as to different events, like car accidents (Landström et al., 2005), interactions
with a stranger (Landström et al., 2007; Landström & Granhag, 2010), inappropriate touch-
ing (Goodman et al., 1998, 2006; Orcutt et al., 2001; Tobey et al., 1995), and sexual (Ross
et al., 1994) and physical (Landström et al., 2015) assault.

One frequently suggested explanation for the PME rests on the vividness effect (Bell &
Loftus, 1985; Nisbett & Ross, 1980). In short, statements are considered vivid if they are
detailed, emotionally interesting, concrete, imagery-provoking, and proximate in a
sensory, temporal, or spatial way (Nisbett & Ross, 1980). That is, a statement is considered
vivid not only due to the content of the statement it self (e.g. level of details) but due to the
presentation of the statement (e.g. level of proximity). Vivid statements are better remem-
bered, attract more attention and are perceived as more credible than pallid statements
(Bell & Loftus, 1985). Vivid statements are also more difficult for jurors to disregard
when deemed inadmissible as evidence (Edwards & Bryan, 1997). According to this
view, as live in-court testimonies are both spatially and temporally more proximate than
pre-recorded video testimonies, they can also be considered more vivid. Previous research
has found that live statements are better remembered (Landström et al., 2007), attract
more attention and are perceived as more credible (e.g. Landström et al., 2005, 2007,
2015). On a general level, the vividness effect appears to account for the demonstrated
PME.

In this article, we examine affective (Ask & Landström, 2010) and motivational
mediators of the effects of PME. Given the demonstrated role of approach and avoidance
motivations in credibility judgments (Ask & Reinhard, 2018), we propose that statements
presented live (vs. on video) are considered more credible because observers are more
strongly motivated to approach, and less inclined to avoid, a witness who appears in
their physical proximity. Previous research in social psychology has shown that actual or
perceived proximity increases interpersonal attraction and the motivation to approach a
social target (e.g. Kahn & McGaughey, 1977). In the present study we predicted in line
with previous research (e.g. Landström et al., 2005), that the complainant would be
judged as more believable when she appeared live, compared to via video (Hypothesis
2a). We also made the novel proposition that affective (i.e. participants’ compassion
with the complainant) and motivational (i.e. participants’ motivation to avoid and
approach the complainant) components would mediate this effect (Hypothesis 2b). Poss-
ible interaction effects between presentation mode and victims’ displayed emotions have
not been explored extensively in previous research (but see Heath, Grannemann, &
Peacock, 2004, Exp. 1, for a study on the interaction between defendant emotions and
presentation mode). A few year ago, Landström et al. (2015) studied the effects of presen-
tation mode (live vs. video) and emotional demeanor with a male assault complainant, and
found that presentation mode, but not emotional display, influenced observers’ credibility
judgments; the complainant was perceived as more credible when testifying live than on
video. The authors, therefore, raised doubt as to the generalizability of the EVE as it may
not be applicable to all types of crimes and all types of victims. The present study seeks to
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study this potentially limited generalizability of the EVE, by examining possible effects of
emotional display on credibility judgments of a female victim of IPV.

Statement consistency

In real-life criminal cases, credibility judgments are determined jointly by extra-legal and
legally relevant factors (see Landström, Willén, & Bylander, 2012). However, previous
research on the effects of displayed emotion and presentation mode has ignored the
extent to which participants use legally relevant information as a basis for their judgments.
To evaluate how the influence of extra-legal factors operates in the presence of legally rel-
evant information, it is necessary to combine both within a single study. We therefore
included statement consistency as a third factor in our experimental design.

Real-life statements tend to vary in statement consistency. That is, the extent to which a
person changes his or her statements over time by adding or omitting certain details. Con-
sistency is sometimes described as one of the hallmarks of an accurate statement
(Granhag & Vrij, 2005) and lay-judges as well as legal practitioners are often informed to
pay attention to consistency when making judgments (e.g. New York State Committee
on Criminal Jury Instructions, 2004; NJA, 2010). Indeed, within-witness consistency has
been found to be the most frequently used cue for making judgment of whether or not
a statement is true or false (Fisher, Brewer, & Mitchell, 2009; Granhag & Strömwall,
2000). Nevertheless, consistency is not a highly diagnostic cue to discriminate between
truth and deception. Previous research has shown that a person who is telling the truth
tends to alter his/her story just as much as a person who is lying (Strömwall, Granhag, &
Jonsson, 2003). In addition, omitting details as well as adding details over time is consist-
ent with the characteristics of the normal functioning of humanmemory. More specifically,
omissions in a second interview could very well be the result of memory decline (Ebbin-
ghaus, 1885/1913; Rubin & Wenzel, 1996), and added details in the second interview could
very well be the result of reminiscence caused by repeated interviewing (Gilbert & Fisher,
2006). In light of research within this field (summarized in Granhag, Strömwall & Land-
ström, 2017), the Swedish Supreme Court recently issued a precedent stating that
within-witness consistency should no longer be viewed as a valid criteria of statement
credibility (NJA, 2017).

Previous research has shown that variations in consistency tend to affect the perceived
credibility of the witness (Berman, Narby, & Cutler, 1995; Desmarais, 2009; Pozzulo &
Dempsey, 2009). In line with these previous findings, we predicted that the complainant
would be perceived as more credible when her statement was consistent with the back-
ground information, than when it was inconsistent (Hypothesis 3).

Method

Participants and design

One hundred and seventy-two students (104 men, 68 women) at a Swedish Police
Academy, with ages ranging from 19 to 38 years (M = 26.07, SD = 3.77), participated in
the study. We recruited participants at a Police Academy, rather than from a general
student or community population, due to their criminal and legal training and familiarity
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with the concept of assessing credibility of alleged victims. At the police academy, the stu-
dents are all educated and trained in deception detection and credibility assessments. The
recruited participants were at various stages in their police training and it is possible that
some participants were more educated in this field than others. However, preliminary ana-
lyses showed that the dependent measures (see below) did not differ significantly as a
function of which semester the participant were currently in (p > .05). Participants were
randomly assigned to one of eight conditions defined by a 2 (complainant demeanor:
emotional vs. neutral) × 2 (presentation mode: live vs. video) × 2 (statement consistency:
consistent vs. inconsistent) factorial design. The number of participants in each cell of
the design varied between 17 and 26. Participants received a movie ticket (approximately
€ 12) in exchange for their participation. The collected sample size rendered 80% power,
using single-degree-of-freedom tests (applicable to our predicted main effects of complai-
nant demeanor, presentation mode, and statement consistency), to detect effects with a
size of r = .21 (i.e. small effects according to the conventions proposed by Cohen, 1988).
While a larger sample would have been desirable for acceptable power to detect any
two-way or three-way interaction effects (which tend to be quite small), the current
sample size was the maximal amount of participants we could access given the unique-
ness of the population (police students).

Procedure and materials

Participants attended the experimental sessions in a lecture hall in groups of about 20
persons. Upon arrival, they received verbal instructions that they were to watch a state-
ment from a female IPV complainant, and later to answer questions about their perception
of the statement and the complainant.

Background information
Before watching the statement, participants were given written background information
(on paper), stating that the complainant had made a report to the police one week
after the alleged abuse had taken place. The participants were informed that the complai-
nant had agreed to volunteer in a research study about the psychological aspects of evi-
dence evaluation. To avoid suspicion regarding the authenticity of the case, the assault
complaint was accompanied during the experimental sessions by an alleged witness
support person.1 The background information also contained a brief summary of the
first police interview with the complainant, and a summary of the suspect’s statement
to the police. The suspect (the complainant’s boyfriend) denied having assaulted the com-
plainant, claiming instead that he had had an argument with the complainant and had left
the apartment because he felt the argument was pointless. Finally, participants were told
that the charges against the suspect had been dropped due to lack of evidence.

The background information was manipulated to be consistent or inconsistent with the
complainant’s subsequent statement (see below). Specifically, three details reported by
the complainant in the first police interview were manipulated: the time of the offence,
the place where it happened, and the type of violence that had been used. In the consist-
ent version, the complainant had reported (a) that she and the suspect had come home at
1 am, (b) that the assault had taken place in the hall, and (c) that the suspect had hit her
several times in the face. In the inconsistent version, the complainant had reported (a) that
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she and the suspect had come home at 10 pm, (b) that the assault had taken place in the
bedroom, and (c) that the suspect had taken a stranglehold on her for about half a minute.
All participants were asked to read the background carefully at their own pace. Sub-
sequently, the experimenter collected the background information and presented the
complainant’s statement to the participants.

Complainant statement
A 29-year-old semi-professional actress, unknown to the general public, played the role
of the complainant. The statement was presented to participants either live or on
videotape. The videotaped statement was filmed from a distance of approximately
2 m (6.5 ft.), and the image was composed so that the upper body and face of the com-
plainant, who was sitting behind a table, were visible from the front. The background in
the recording was arranged to resemble, as closely as possible, the lecture hall where
participants in the live condition watched the statement. The complainant’s demeanor
was manipulated by instructing the actor to perform the statement with two different
emotional expressions. In the emotional version, the complainant cried, looked down,
and hesitated when disclosing delicate details from the event. In the neutral version,
the complainant related the event in a factual manner, spoke with a steady voice,
and showed little sign of emotions (cf. Ask & Landström, 2010). For logistical reasons,
we were not able to present the very same statements live and on video. To decrease
possible effects of this limitation, we selected an experienced actress that rehearsed the
statement extensively to ensure equivalence of the live and video versions. To make
sure that the statements would be perceived as realistic, the final versions of the
actress’ statements (emotional and neutral) were selected by the principal researchers
after careful deliberation. To decrease possible effects of this limitation further, we
showed three different emotional (2 live and 1 videotaped) and three different
neutral (2 live and 1 videotaped) versions of the complainant’s statement to large
groups of 20–22 participants at the time. The verbal content of the statement was iden-
tical in all versions, and was congruent with the details provided in the consistent
version of the background information (see above). In short, the complainant reported
that she and the suspect had attended a party where she spoke to her ex-boyfriend.
When she and the suspect had arrived home after the party, he accused her of
having an affair. He then grabbed her by the arm, slapped her in the face, and
pushed her. While she was lying on the floor, he hit her several times in the face
and then left the apartment. The complainant had put her bloodstained clothes in
the washing machine, and then gone to bed. Just like the majority of intimate physical
assault victims, the complainant had a hard time deciding whether or not to tell anyone
about the assault (Tjaden & Thoennes, 2000). However, one week after the attack the
complainant told a friend what had happened, and encouraged by the friend she
decided to report the assault to the police. To ensure perceived realism, the script
for the verbal statement was created in collaboration with a real-life female assault
victim.

Dependent measures
Immediately after having watched the complainant’s statement, participants rated the
extent to which the complainant seemed to experience each of three negative emotions
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(discomfort, agitation, sadness; 1 = not at all, 7 = very much). These ratings were averaged
into a composite index (Cronbach’s α = .81) used to test the effectiveness of the complai-
nant demeanor manipulation.

Next, participants indicated whether or not they believed that the complainant had in
fact been abused (yes/no) and rated their confidence in that judgment using a six-point
scale ranging from 50% (completely unsure) to 100% (completely sure) with 10% incre-
ments. The dichotomous judgment and the confidence rating were combined into a
measure of certainty: For participants who believed that the complainant had been
abused, the original confidence rating was retained as the certainty measure. For partici-
pants who believed that the complainant had not been abused, the certainty measure was
obtained by subtracting the original confidence estimate from 100%. Participants also
rated the credibility of the complainant on a seven-point scale (1 = not at all credible, 7
= very credible). As intended, the measure of certainty and the credibility rating were
strongly correlated, r = .70, p < .001; hence, the measures were transformed into z scores
and averaged to form a veracity index variable.2

As a measure of expectancy violation, participants were asked to assess to what extent
the woman’s behavior during the interview matched the behavior that they would expect
from a rape victim (1 = did not match at all, 7 =matched completely). Because high ratings
indicate confirmation rather than violation of expectancies, we will refer to this variable as
expectancy confirmation. In addition, participants were asked to rate the extent to which
they felt compassion with the complainant (1 = no compassion at all, 7 = very strong com-
passion). As measures of approach and avoidance motivations towards the complainant,
participants rated to what extent the complainant seemed to be a person they would
like to get to know, and a person they would try to avoid, respectively (1 = not at all, 7
= very much).

Finally, as a manipulation check for statement consistency, participants rated the extent
to which the complainant contradicted the information she had previously reported in the
police interview (described in the background information), and the degree to which she
had changed her statement from the police interview. Both ratings were made on seven-
point scales (1 = not at all, 7 = very much) and were averaged to form a composite measure
of perceived consistency (r = .87).

Preliminary analyses showed that the dependent measures did not differ significantly
as a function of participant gender (p > .05). The ratings from all participants are, hence,
treated jointly in all the following analyses.

Results

The main analyses were conducted using 2 (complainant demeanor: emotional vs.
neutral) × 2 (presentation mode: live vs. video) × 2 (statement consistency: consistent vs.
inconsistent) between-participants analysis of variance (ANOVA).

Manipulation checks

To test the effectiveness of the complainant demeanor manipulation, participants’ ratings
of complainant emotions were examined. As intended, there was a significant main effect
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of complainant demeanor, F(1, 164) = 58.04, p < .001, h2
p = .261, 90% CI [.165, .339]; the

complainant was perceived to experience significantly more negative feelings in the
emotional condition (M = 5.59, SD = 0.87) than in the neutral condition (M = 4.23, SD =
1.38). The manipulation of complainant demeanor was, hence, successful. Unexpectedly,
there was a significant effect of presentation mode, F(1, 164) = 14.69, p < .001,
h2
p = .082, 90% CI [.026, .150], and a significant Complainant Emotion × Presentation

Mode interaction, F(1, 164) = 9.23, p = .003, h2
p = .053, 90% CI [.010, .114]. Importantly,

however, tests of simple effects revealed that the effect of complainant demeanor was sig-
nificant both in the live (Memotional = 5.69, SD = 0.84 vs. Mneutral = 4.86, SD = 1.37) and in the
video (Memotional = 5.52, SD = 0.90 vs. Mneutral = 3.75, SD = 1.19) conditions, both ps < .001.
No other main or interaction effects were significant.

A similar analysis was performed to test the effectiveness of the consistency manipu-
lation. Participants who watched an inconsistent statement (M = 5.02, SD = 1.35) perceived
more contradictions in the complainant’s statement than did participants who watched a
consistent statement (M = 2.92, SD = 1.17), F(1, 164) = 115.23, p < .001, h2

p = .413, 90% CI
[.311, .481]. Hence, the manipulation of statement consistency was successful. No other
main or interaction effects were significant.

Veracity judgments

Participants’ mean ratings of statement veracity are presented in Table 1. Failing to
support Hypothesis 1a, the main effect of complainant demeanor was not significant, F
(1, 164) = 0.32, p = .573, h2

p = .002, 90% CI [.000, .027]. In support of Hypothesis 2a,
however, there was a significant main effect of presentation mode, F(1, 164) = 7.21, p
= .008, h2

p = .042, 90% CI [.006, .099]. As predicted, participants who watched the state-
ment live (Mz = 0.21, SD = 0.81) perceived the complainant as more truthful than did
those who watched the statement on video (Mz =−0.17, SD = 0.98).

Moreover, the main effect statement consistency was significant, F(1, 164) = 4.44, p
= .037, h2

p = .026, 90% CI [.001, .076]. Supporting Hypothesis 3, participants who
watched a consistent version of the statement rated the complainant as more truthful
(Mz = 0.14, SD = 0.86) than did those who watched an inconsistent version (Mz =−0.14,
SD = 0.97). None of the interaction effects was significant. Of particular note, the Complai-
nant Demeanor × Presentation Mode interaction, which was significant for ratings of com-
plainant emotions (see Manipulation Checks above), was virtually absent for veracity
judgments, F(1,164) = 0.02, p = .888, h2

p < .001, 90% CI [.000, .009].

Table 1. Mean veracity judgments (and standard deviations) as a function of presentation mode,
complainant demeanor, and statement consistency.

Presentation mode

Statement consistency Live Video

Emotional demeanor
Consistent 0.40 (0.64) −0.12 (0.80)
Inconsistent −0.05 (0.90) −0.32 (1.17)

Neutral demeanor
Consistent 0.41 (0.95) −0.03 (0.94)
Inconsistent 0.06 (0.71) −0.21 (1.01)

Note: Mean values represent standardized (z) scores.
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Mediation analyses

We had predicted that the effect of complainant demeanor on participants’ veracity judg-
ments would be mediated by affective and motivational components (Hypothesis 1b) as
well as by expectancy violation (Hypothesis 1c). The previous analysis suggested that
demeanor did not influence veracity judgments, but we proceeded with the mediation
analysis because it might provide clues as to why the null finding occurred. As argued
by several scholars (e.g. Hayes, 2009; MacKinnon, Krull, & Lockwood, 2000; Shrout &
Bolger, 2002; Zhao, Lynch, & Chen, 2010), and as demonstrated by Rucker, Preacher,
Tormala, and Petty (2011), indirect effects (mediation) may exist even when there is not
a zero-order relationship between the independent and the dependent variable (e.g.
when a third variable suppresses the relationship). As can be seen in Figure 1, demeanor
did in fact seem to indirectly influence participants’ veracity judgments through its effect
on expectancy confirmation. The emotional complainant was considered to behave more
in line with expectations than a neutral complainant (a1 = 0.488, p = .025), and participants
who considered the complainant to behave more in line with expectations judged the
victim as more truthful (b1 = 0.288, p < .001). A 95% bias-corrected bootstrap confidence
interval (BCa), based on 5,000 resamples, for the indirect effect via expectancy confir-
mation (a1b1 = 0.141) did not include zero (0.021, 0.285), indicating statistical significance.
There was no evidence of indirect effects via approach tendencies, avoidance tendencies,
or experienced compassion. Moreover, when controlling for the proposed mediators, a
direct effect of demeanor on veracity judgments emerged, but in the opposite direction
to the prediction of Hypothesis 1a (c’ =−0.217, 95% BCa [−0.428, −0.007]); the emotional
complainant was considered to be less truthful than the neutral complainant. This indi-
cates that while expectancy confirmation seems to carry a positive influence of emotional
demeanor on veracity judgments, other forces exert an influence in the opposite
direction.3

Figure 1. The effect of complainant demeanor on veracity judgments mediated by expectancy confir-
mation compassion, approach and avoidance. Numbers represent unstandardized regression coeffi-
cients. *p < .05. **p < .01 ***p < .001.
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A secondmediation analysis was conducted to test if the effect of presentationmode on
veracity judgmentswould bemediated by affective andmotivational components (Hypoth-
esis 2b). As can be seen in Figure 2, the results were consistent with mediation through all
three proposed mediators. Live (vs. video) observers felt more compassion, were more
inclined to approach, andwere less inclined to avoid the complainant (a-paths). Compassion
and approach tendencies were, in turn, positively related to rated veracity, and avoidance
tendencies negatively related to rated veracity (b-paths), yielding significant indirect effects
of presentation format via compassion (a1b1 = 0.145, 95% BCa [0.054, 0.297]), approach ten-
dencies (a2b2 = 0.069, 95%BCa [0.008, 0.176]), and avoidance tendencies (a3b3 = 0.092, 95%
BCa = 0.019, 0.216). There was no evidence that presentation mode influenced veracity
judgments independent of its influence on the mediators (c’ = .070, 95% BCa [−0.176,
0.316]). Participants’ mean ratings of the dependent measures are presented in Table 2.

Discussion

Our experiment did not replicate the EVE as it has been observed in previous studies; vera-
city ratings for participants who watched the emotional complainant were not higher than

Figure 2. The effect of presentation mode on veracity judgments mediated by felt compassion,
approach and avoidance. Numbers represent unstandardized regression coefficients. *p < .05. **p
< .01 ***p < .001.

Table 2. Mean ratings (and standard deviations) of dependent measures as a function of presentation
mode, complainant demeanor, and statement consistency.

Live Video

Measure Neutral demeanor Emotional demeanor Neutral demeanor Emotional demeanor

Expectancy confirmation
Consistent 4.82 (1.59) 5.23 (1.11) 3.59 (1.26) 4.35 (1.43)
Inconsistent 4.10 (1.25) 4.11 (1.60) 3.85 (1.41) 4.36 (1.29)

Compassion
Consistent 5.59 (1.21) 5.82 (1.01) 4.59 (1.10) 4.79 (1.59)
Inconsistent 4.75 (1.62) 4.84 (1.30) 4.31 (1.35) 4.64 (1.62)

Approach
Consistent 4.71 (1.49) 4.55 (1.26) 3.91 (1.66) 3.92 (1.67)
Inconsistent 4.55 (1.32) 4.53 (1.50) 3.96 (1.69) 3.55 (1.82)

Avoidance
Consistent 1.18 (0.39) 1.86 (1.04) 2.14 (1.21) 1.96 (1.27)
Inconsistent 1.85 (1.23) 1.47 (0.96) 2.54 (1.63) 2.64 (1.87)
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for those who watched the neutral complainant. A closer examination of the data revealed
that this null finding may be the result of opposing forces canceling each other out. On
one hand, the data were consistent with the notion that expectancy violation mediates
the EVE; the emotional (vs. neutral) complainant behaved more in line with observers’
expectations, which in turn was associated with higher veracity judgments. On the
other hand, the residual effect of the complainant’s demeanor, after controlling for expect-
ancy confirmation, was in the opposite direction to that expected; observers perceived the
emotional complainant’s statement as less credible than the neutral complainant’s state-
ment. Speculatively, this counterintuitive effect has to do with the affective and motiva-
tional variables that were expected, but failed, to mediate the EVE. The emotional (vs.
neutral) complainant failed to evoke stronger compassion and approach tendencies, or
weaker avoidance tendencies, among observers. This may have triggered skepticism
among those watching the emotional complainant (i.e. ‘I should feel compassion for
this crying woman, but I don’t’), which made them less inclined to believe what she
was saying.4 Previous studies have found that, when emotional victims do succeed in eli-
citing compassion, it works to their advantage (Ask & Landström, 2010; Landström et al.,
2015). Our findings suggest that cognitive (i.e. expectancy confirmation) and motivational/
affective (i.e. compassion, approach/avoidance) mechanisms, while typically working in
tandem, may sometimes exert different influences on observers’ judgments.

Consistent with previous studies (e.g. Landström et al., 2005, 2015) we found support
for the predicted PME: live statements were perceived as more credible than videotaped
statements. By replicating previous studies (e.g. Landström et al., 2015), with a target pre-
viously unexplored (a female assault victim), the present study adds to the robustness and
the generalizability of the effect. The use of video recorded interviews in criminal and legal
procedures is becoming increasingly common. Legislature in several countries now
require or recommend the use of video recorded interviews as evidence in court (Land-
ström et al., 2012; Sullivan, 2010), and research examining the mechanisms underlying
the effects of presentation mode on perceived credibility is becoming increasingly rel-
evant. In Sweden, all testimonies in the appellate courts consist of videotaped recordings
of the testimonies given in lower courts (Swedish Ministry of Justice, 2004) and the defen-
dant is typically the only party present in the courtroom during appellate hearings. The
results indicate, once again, that witnesses and victims testifying via video are at a disad-
vantage compared to those testifying live.

In the present study, we took previous research one step further by providing evidence
consistent with the notion that presentation mode influences credibility assessments
through motivational (approach and avoidance) and affective (compassion) components.
This has important implications for understanding credibility judgments made in legal set-
tings. It has previously been assumed that live statements are more vivid and therefore
considered more credible (Landström, 2008). This study suggests that the PME may also
be due to the fact that live presentations evoke more compassionate responses. Consist-
ent with previous research on the vividness effect (Bell & Loftus, 1985; Nisbett & Ross,
1980), it seems plausible that temporally and spatially proximate information also has a
stronger potential to evoke compassion. Furthermore, the present study suggests that
the PME rests on two motivational mechanisms – approach and avoidance tendencies.
In everyday settings, people process social stimuli spontaneously and quickly, primarily
to determine the social ‘goodness’ or ‘badness’ of others, and thus whether a target is
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to be approached or avoided (Cuddy, Fiske, & Glick, 2008; Scholer & Higgins, 2008; Woj-
ciszke, Bazinska, & Jaworski, 1998). The present study showed that this fundamental
process may be at work also in legal settings, and can account for how an extra-legal
factor like presentation mode influence veracity assessments. The present study, hence,
adds to the theoretical framework of the PME, by suggesting that it is mediated by
both affective and motivational components. As always when interpreting statistical
mediation analyses, however, one must keep in mind that the results are at best consistent
with a proposed mechanism (as opposed to proving it), because they rest on correlations
between variables rather than actual causal paths (Fiedler, Schott, & Meiser, 2011).

Our findings raise concern with regard to legal certainty. Research has found that
people in an approach-related (vs. avoidance-related) state judge others as more
honest, credible, and truthful (Ask & Reinhard, 2018). Moreover, persons who make a posi-
tive general impression (i.e. friendly, cooperative, pleasant) tend to be perceived as more
truthful and credible than persons perceived less positively (Hartwig & Bond, 2011). If the
positivity of people’s impression of a target is determined by some extra-legal factor like
presentation mode, however, it is likely to reduce the accuracy of their veracity judgments.

Our findings regarding mediating processes can be helpful in informing policy
measures to prevent the occurrence of the PME and EVE in criminal and legal settings.
Affective and motivational mechanisms like those demonstrated here are unlikely to be
under an individual’s conscious control, as they largely rest on automatic mental processes
(Moors & De Houwer, 2006). Hence, educational measures that serve to increase awareness
of the existence of the PME and EVE may not be effective at controlling the spontaneous
psychological reactions that underlie these phenomena. In fact, instructions to disregard
emotional information may paradoxically intensify the information’s influence on sub-
sequent judgments (Edwards & Bryan, 1997). Awareness of these mechanisms should,
however, make it possible to deliberately adjust for their influence ex post facto, in the
same way as it is possible to retroactively correct for automatically activated stereotypes
(Lepore & Brown, 2002), trait inferences (Uleman, Adil Saribay, & Gonzalez, 2008), and
mood effects (Berkowitz, Jaffee, Jo, & Troccoli, 2000). It should be noted, though, that
engaging in such correction introduces another potential source of bias, as the risk of
under- or overcompensation is considerable (Wegener & Petty, 1997).

More cognitively oriented mechanisms (e.g. expectancy violation), in contrast, may be
possible to regulate by means of instruction and deliberate control. There is some prelimi-
nary support for this possibility from research on the EVE. Bollingmo et al. (2009) found
that when observers were informed that their credibility assessments may be influenced
by a victim’s emotional expression, and that emotional expression is not indicative of
actual veracity, the EVE was greatly reduced. Moreover, Ask and Landström (2010)
found that police trainees displayed the EVE only when their cognitive resources were
taxed while watching the victim’s statement, indicating that the effect can be counter-
acted given sufficient capacity for deliberate thinking.

In line with previous research (e.g. Desmarais, 2009; Pozzulo & Dempsey, 2009), the
present study showed that statement inconsistency had a negative effect on rated vera-
city. This effect was present when tested in a model that also included extra-legal influ-
ences from emotional demeanor and presentation mode. However, our rather strong
manipulation of consistency (i.e. presence or absence of three obvious contradictions; sup-
ported by a very large effect on perceived contradictions, h2

p = .413) created an effect on
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veracity judgments smaller than that of presentation mode. It, thus, appears that even
when information considered diagnostic by legal decision makers (i.e. consistency) is avail-
able, there is substantial room for non-diagnostic information (i.e. presentation mode) to
influence veracity judgments. Many real criminal cases resemble the fictitious scenario
used in the present study: the complainant and the defendant provide conflicting
accounts of the event, and, in the absence of much additional evidence, the court must
base its verdict primarily on statement evidence. While statement consistency may be a
rather unreliable indicator of veracity – true accounts may actually contain more inconsis-
tencies than false ones (Gilbert & Fisher, 2006; Strömwall et al., 2003) – legal professionals
often consider it to be a valid diagnostic cue (Fisher et al., 2009). Hence, we believe that the
effect size associated with statement consistency provides a relevant reference against
which the effects of extra-legal factors can be gauged.

Limitations

Before arriving at our conclusions, a couple of limitations should be considered. First, for
logistical reasons, we were unable to present participants in the video conditions with the
exact same statements as used in the live conditions. Instead, separate video versions had
to be prepared beforehand. While considerable effort was put into ensuring that the live
and video versions featured identical verbal content and nonverbal expressions, one
might still argue that subtle differences in the performance of the statements may have
caused the observed effect of presentation mode. We find it unlikely, however, that
such unintended differences would have created an effect that was larger than that of
the intentionally manipulated statement inconsistency. Moreover, as unintended differ-
ences in performance should be randomly distributed, they should not create consistent
differences across all four live-video comparisons. Second, participants in this study were
neither professional judges nor naïve jurors. Due to their basic legal training, in combi-
nation with their lack of professional experience, our sample of police trainees fall some-
where between the groups of decision makers occurring naturally in criminal and legal
procedures. We therefore recommend some caution when inferring the real-life applica-
bility of the current findings. Third, the sample size was smaller than optimal given the fac-
torial nature of the experiment. Given the uniqueness of the population (police students),
we were simply unable to access a larger sample for practical reasons. There was presum-
ably limited power to detect any two- and three-way interactions had such existed,
although this was not the purpose of the current research. The absence of interactions
in the current findings should, thus, not be taken as an indication that the factors
studied here do not produce interactive effects in the real world. It is important to note,
however, that the experiment was adequately powered to detect even small effects
with regard to our predicted main effects. Hence, our failure to replicate the EVE cannot
be attributed to the lack of statistical power.

Conclusions

In conclusion, the present study has demonstrated the need to take the underlying mech-
anisms into consideration to understand extra-legal influences on veracity assessments.
Such assessments involve a rich process that includes the interplay between observers’
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cognitive, motivational, and affective reactions to the victim. Our findings suggest that
veracity judgments are largely the result of how observers affectively and motivationally
respond to the target. The results, which have both practical and theoretical implications,
underline the need for further research examining the joint influence of legal and extra-
legal factors on veracity judgments of crime victims.

Notes

1. The task of a witness support person is to help witnesses and injured parties, and to offer
support and security during criminal proceedings, before and after court hearings.

2. Because participants rated complainant emotion prior to rating credibility, there is a possibility
that the latter ratings were influenced by the former. In a recent study by Wrede, Ask, Ström-
wall, and Styvén (2018), however, it was found that credibility judgments did not differ
depending on whether they were made before or after emotion ratings (d = 0.16, 95% CI
[−0.13, 0.45]).

3. Separate single-mediator models were run for each of the proposed mediators, confirming
that only when controlling for expectancy confirmation did a significant negative direct
effect of complainant demeanor on veracity judgments emerge.

4. It is important to note that this interpretation would predict non-existent rather than reversed
indirect effects via compassion, approach, and avoidance; if complainant demeanor fails to
affect those variables, they cannot logically carry indirect effects. Hence, the interpretation
is entirely consistent with our data.
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