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A psychologist has shown how police questioning 
can get innocent people to condemn themselves

By Douglas Starr

THE CONFESSION

Saul Kassin has studied 

interrogations by observing them 

and simulating them in the lab. 
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t 16, Huwe Burton confessed to 

killing his mother. He was still in 

shock from discovering her body 

when New York City police began 

to interrogate him. After 3 hours 

of being threatened and cajoled, 

he told the police what they 

wanted to hear. He soon recanted, 

knowing he was innocent and 

hoping the justice system would clear him.

Burton was convicted of second-degree 

murder in 1991 and received a sentence of 

15 years to life.

After 20 years in prison, he was released 

on parole, but he never could shake the 

stigma of the conviction. Attorneys from 

several organizations worked for more than 

a decade to clear him. They produced facts 

that contradicted the confession and showed 

evidence of prosecutorial misconduct. 

But for the Bronx District Attorney’s Office, 

Burton’s confession outweighed all other 

evidence; after all, who would admit to a 

crime they did not commit? Finally, last 

summer Burton’s attorneys brought in Saul 

Kassin, a psychologist at the John Jay Col-

lege of Criminal Justice in New York City 

who is one of the world’s lead-

ing experts on interrogation.

“I went in prepared to make a 

15-minute presentation, but the 

attorneys started asking some 

really good questions,” Kassin 

says. “Before you knew it, we 

had a discussion that lasted al-

most 2 1/2 hours.”

Kassin explained that false confessions 

are not rare: More than a quarter of the 

365 people exonerated in recent decades by 

the nonprofit Innocence Project had con-

fessed to their alleged crime. Drawing on 

more than 30 years of research, Kassin told 

the legal team how standard interrogation 

techniques combine psychological pressures 

and escape hatches that can easily cause an 

innocent person to confess. He explained 

how young people are particularly vulner-

able to confessing, especially when stressed, 

tired, or traumatized, as Burton was.

Kassin’s presentation helped open the pros-

ecutors’ eyes to the emerging science of in-

terrogation and false confession. Six months 

later, on 24 January, Judge Steven Barrett of 

the Bronx Supreme Court vacated Burton’s 

3-decade-old conviction, citing such work as 

the basis of his decision. “Having Dr. Kassin 

come in and give a master class on the sci-

ence of false confessions was a turning point,” 

says Steven Drizin, co-director of the Center 

on Wrongful Convictions at Northwestern 

University in Chicago, Illinois, who led the 

team that pursued Burton’s exoneration.

Although scores of people have been 

cleared of false confessions since DNA 

evidence entered U.S. courtrooms, the 

Burton case was the first time someone had 

been exonerated on the basis of the scien-

tific analysis of interrogation. As such, it 

marks the coming of age of research that 

is profoundly affecting the justice system. 

Confessions are being questioned as never 

before—not just by defense lawyers, but by 

lawmakers and some police departments, 

which are reexamining their approach 

to interrogation.

Kassin is part of a cadre of scientists who 

have flipped conventional wisdom about 

confessions—and about the perception of 

truth. His cleverly designed experiments 

have probed the psychology that leads to 

false confessions. In more recent work, he 

has shown how a confession, true or not, can 

exert a powerful pull on witnesses and even 

forensic examiners, shaping the entire trial.

“Saul Kassin is one of the godfathers of 

the innocence movement,” says Rebecca 

Brown, policy director of the Innocence 

Project in New York City. Drizin has his own 

metaphor: “If there was a Mount Rushmore 

to the study of false confessions, Dr. Kassin’s 

face would be on it.”

CONFESSIONS HAVE ALWAYS BEEN the “gold 

standard” indicator of guilt, even though 

some proved spectacularly misleading. For 

example, a man who had admitted to a 

murder in 1819 narrowly escaped hanging 

when his supposed victim was found living 

in New Jersey. The first scientific red flag 

came from Hugo Münsterberg, a renowned 

Harvard University psychologist, who in 

1908 warned about “untrue confessions … 

under the spell of overpowering influences.” 

But it took several shocking false confession 

cases in the late 1980s and the introduc-

tion of DNA evidence to the justice system 

for the extent of wrongful convictions to 

emerge—and with it how often false confes-

sions played a role.

Kassin was not surprised, having spent 

years studying police interrogation tech-

niques. In person he projects a kind of affa-

ble intensity, with piercing brown eyes and 

a conversational style that lends urgency 

to even a casual chat. Raised in a working-

class neighborhood of New York City, he got 

his bachelor’s degree at Brooklyn College in 

New York (tuition: $53 per semester) and 

his Ph.D. at the University of Connecticut 

in Storrs, both in psychology. As a postdoc 

at the University of Kansas in Lawrence, he 

studied how juries make decisions and was 

struck by the power of a confession to prac-

tically guarantee a guilty verdict.

He also began to wonder how often those 

confessions were genuine, after he learned 

about the Reid interrogation technique, the 

near-universal method taught to police. Its 

training manual—now in its fifth edition—

was first published in 1962 by John Reid, 

a former Chicago detective and lie detec-

tor expert, and Northwestern University 

law professor Fred Inbau. “I was horrified,” 

Kassin says. “It was just like Milgram’s obe-

dience studies, but worse.”

Stanley Milgram, a psychologist at Yale 

University and one of Kassin’s heroes, had 

conducted studies in the 1960s in which 

subjects were encouraged to give electric 

shocks to other subjects who were not 

learning their lessons quickly enough. The 

volunteers, who didn’t know the shocks 

they gave were fake, were disturbingly will-

ing to inflict pain when someone in author-

ity told them to.

A Reid interrogation looks different 

at first. It starts with a behavioral assess-

ment, in which the officer 

asks questions—some irrelevant 

and some provocative—while 

watching for signs of deception, 

such as looking away, slouch-

ing, or crossing the arms. If the 

suspect is thought to be lying, 

the investigator moves on to 

phase two, the formal interro-

gation. Now, they amp up the questioning—

repeatedly accusing the suspect, insisting 

on hearing details, and ignoring all denials. 

Meanwhile, the investigator offers sympathy 

and understanding, minimizing the moral 

(but not legal) dimension of the crime and 

easing the path to confession. (Example: 

“This never would have happened if she 

didn’t dress so provocatively.”)

That phase, with an authority figure ap-

plying psychological pressure, reminded 

Kassin of Milgram’s infamous experiments. 

But whereas Milgram got someone to 

“harm” another person, the Reid technique 

gets people to harm themselves by admitting 

guilt. Kassin suspected that the pressure 

might sometimes lead to false confessions.

To find out, he decided in the early 1990s 

to model the Reid technique in the lab, with 

student volunteers. In what Kassin called the 

computer crash paradigm, he had students 

take rapid-fire dictation on computers. He 

warned them that the system had a glitch and 

that hitting the Alt key would trigger a crash. 

That part was a fib: The computers were pro-

grammed to crash regardless of which keys 

were hit. The experimenter then accused the 

students of hitting the Alt key.

“… confessions that look real can 
actually be false, even if they’re corroborated 

by informants and forensic science.” 
Saul Kassin, John Jay College of Criminal Justice
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At first, none confessed. Then, Kassin 

added variables based on what he and 

other researchers had learned about ac-

tual police interrogation tactics. Some-

times, for example, police falsely tell a 

suspect they have witnesses to the crime—

causing a suspect to doubt their own ver-

sion of events. (Under U.S. law, police are 

permitted to lie.) In one of the most strik-

ing examples, Marty Tankleff, a Long Island 

teenager, came to breakfast one morning 

in 1988 to find his parents stabbed on the 

kitchen floor, his mother dying and his fa-

ther in a coma. Detectives thought Tankleff 

was not sufficiently grief-stricken, so he 

became their prime suspect. After hours 

of getting nowhere, a detective said he had 

called Tankleff ’s father at the hospital and 

that the injured man said Tankleff had com-

mitted the crime. (In truth, his father died 

without regaining consciousness.) Shocked 

beyond reason, Tankleff confessed. He spent 

19 years in prison before the culprits were 

found and he was set free.

Kassin could never simulate that kind 

of trauma in the lab, but he could set up a 

variation of the computer crash experiment 

in which a confederate claimed to have seen 

the student hit the wrong key. Those stu-

dents confessed at more than double the 

rate of students paired with witnesses who 

said they hadn’t seen anything. Under some 

circumstances, nearly every student facing 

a false witness confessed.

Some students ended up believing they 

really had caused the crash, coming up with 

explanations such as, “I hit the wrong key 

with the side of my hand.” So deeply had 

they internalized their guilt that some re-

fused to believe Kassin when he told them 

the truth.

Another detective told Kassin that during 

an interrogation, he didn’t actually lie about 

the evidence in hand, but said he expected 

new, potentially incriminating evidence to 

come in. For example, an interrogator might 

tell a suspect that they were waiting for lab 

results on DNA from the crime scene. You 

might think that doing so would get the in-

nocent to deny the crime more vehemently 

because they expected the results to absolve 

them. Kassin, however, had interviewed ex-

onerated men who said the prospect of new 

evidence had a surprising effect. Some con-

fessed just to get out of the stressful situa-

tion, figuring that the evidence would later 

clear them. “They think their innocence is 

their ticket out of there,” he says.

Kassin tested such police “bluffs” in a 

variation of the computer crash experi-

ment. This time, in addition to accusing the 

students, the experimenter said that all the 

keystrokes had been recorded on the server 

and would soon be examined. The false con-

fession rate soared. Postexperiment ques-

tionnaires revealed that many of the bluffed 

students, like the men Kassin had inter-

viewed, signed a confession to get out of the 

room and assumed they’d later be cleared. 

In that sense, Kassin says, belief in one’s in-

nocence and faith in the justice system can 

themselves be risk factors.

SOCIAL SCIENTISTS WORLDWIDE have re-

peated variations of the computer crash ex-

periments, with similar results. But critics 

have questioned Kassin’s findings because 

the “crimes” his subjects were charged with 

could have been simple acts of careless-

ness, committed unwittingly, and because 

confessing bore no serious consequences. 

Joseph Buckley, president of John E. Reid 

& Associates Inc. in Chicago, the company 

that copyrighted the Reid technique in the 

early 1960s, adds that Kassin’s studies lack 

validity because they were not conducted 

using professional interrogators. Buckley 

says false confessions occur only when in-

terrogators don’t closely follow procedures. 

In a January report, Buckley said the Reid 

technique isn’t meant to force a confession. 

Instead, he wrote, its goal “is to create an 

environment that makes it easier for a sub-

ject to tell the truth.”

Work by other researchers has answered 

some of those criticisms. Social psychologist 

Melissa Russano at Roger Williams Univer-

sity in Bristol, Rhode Island, designed an 

experiment in which volunteers were asked 

to solve a set of logic problems—some work-

ing in groups and some alone. The research-

ers stipulated that under no circumstances 

should anyone assist the students working 

alone. Beforehand, however, a few students 

were coached to become visibly upset. That 

prompted some of their classmates to help, 

in violation of the rules.

In those experiments, the helpers could 

not have committed the “crime” without P
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knowing, and confessing carried some con-

sequence because cheating violated the col-

lege’s honor code. But, just as Kassin found, 

accusatory questioning often provoked false 

confessions. Russano also tested another 

component of standard interrogations—the 

“minimization” technique that lowers the 

emotional barrier to confessing. She and 

colleagues would say things such as, “You 

probably didn’t realize what a big deal this 

was.” That technique increased false confes-

sion rates by 35%.

Other researchers, including Gísli 

Guðjónsson, a former Icelandic detective 

who became an eminent psychologist at 

King’s College London, have shown how 

some individuals are especially susceptible 

to such pressure. Factors such as mental 

impairment, youth, and substance addic-

tion make people quicker to doubt their 

own memory and, under pressure, to 

confess, Guðjónsson found. Law profes-

sor Richard Leo of the University of San 

Francisco in California reported that fewer 

than 20% of U.S. suspects invoke their Mi-

randa rights against self-incrimination, 

perhaps hoping to appear cooperative. 

He and social psychologist Richard Ofshe, 

then at the University of California, Berke-

ley, also described “persuaded” confessions 

in which a suspect, worn down by hours of 

interrogation, goes into a fugue and begins 

to believe their own guilt. The problem is 

especially pronounced among adolescents 

like Burton, who are both impressionable 

and cowed by authority.

Much of the Reid technique involves 

watching for verbal and nonverbal signs 

of deception, something many police in-

vestigators think they are skilled at doing. 

Kassin put that confidence to the test more 

than a decade ago. He recruited the best li-

ars he could find—a group of prisoners at a 

Massachusetts penitentiary. For a small fee 

he asked half to tell the truth of their crimes 

on video and the other half to lie, saying 

they had committed someone else’s crime. 

He showed the videos to college students 

and police. Neither group did particularly 

well at truth detection (the average person 

is right about half the time), but the stu-

dents performed better than the police. Yet 

the police felt more certain about their con-

clusions. “That’s a bad combination,” Kassin 

says. “Their training makes them less accu-

rate and more confident at the same time.”

A POSTER IN KASSIN’S OFFICE at John Jay Col-

lege shows 28 faces: men, women, adults, 

adolescents, white, black, Hispanic. “Look 

at how many different types of people there 

are—all of humanity,” Kassin says. “And 

what they have in common is that they all 

gave false confessions. There’s no one kind 

of person who can give a false confession. It 

can happen to anybody.”

Kassin has helped many of them. De-

fense lawyers and human rights organiza-

tions around the world often call on him to 

analyze confessions or testify about the na-

ture of interrogation—sometimes as a paid 

consultant or witness, sometimes pro bono. 

One face on the poster belongs to Amanda 

Knox, the U.S. college student studying in 

Italy who was coerced into confessing to the 

murder of her roommate. Kassin’s reports 

to Italian courts were involved in getting 

her freed. He testified for John Kogut, a 

Long Island man who after an 18-hour in-

terrogation falsely confessed to raping and 

murdering a 16-year-old girl. DNA evidence 

had won Kogut’s release after he spent 

18 years in prison, but prosecutors retried 

him on the basis of the confession. Kassin’s 

2005 testimony helped exonerate Kogut.

Then there was Barry Laughman, a man 

with the mental capacity of a 10-year-old, who 

in 1987 confessed to raping and murdering 

an elderly neighbor after police falsely told 

him they found his fingerprints at the scene. 

After his confession, the police disregarded 

all other evidence. Neighbors who offered 

alibis for Laughman were told they must be 

mistaken. His blood was type B, but the only 

blood at the crime scene was type A. So the 

forensic expert proposed a novel theory: that 

bacterial degradation could have changed 

the blood type from B to A. Laughman 

spent 16 years in prison until DNA evidence 

finally cleared him. (Kassin later testified 

when Laughman sued the state.)

To Kassin, Laughman’s case showed 

that confession doesn’t just trump other 

evidence, but can corrupt it as well. After 

a confession, alibis are recanted, witnesses 

Huwe Burton falsely confessed to killing his mother. 

Nearly 30 years passed before he was exonerated.
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change stories, police ignore exculpatory 

evidence, and forensic scientists reinterpret 

material. In Huwe Burton’s case, for exam-

ple, police had caught a neighbor with a his-

tory of violence driving the dead mother’s 

stolen car, but they did not consider him a 

suspect because Burton had confessed.

The magnitude of the effect emerged in 

2012, when Kassin and colleagues published 

an analysis of 59 false confession cases from 

the Innocence Project. Forty-nine of those 

also involved other mistakes, such as eye-

witness errors and mistaken forensics—

a far higher proportion than in non-

confession cases. In 30 of those cases, the 

confession was the first piece of evidence 

collected. In other words, once the police 

had a confession, all the other evidence 

lined up to support it. That has an ironic 

effect: Even when confessions have turned 

out to be false, appeals courts have ruled 

that the other evidence is strong enough to 

support the conviction, Kassin says. “The 

courts completely missed out that the other 

evidence was corrupted.”

Other groups have shown experimen-

tally how a narrative can shape forensic 

evidence. One dramatic example came in 

2011, when U.K. psychologist Itiel Dror and 

U.S. DNA expert Greg Hampikian tested 

the people you would least expect to be af-

fected by bias—DNA specialists. Dror and 

Hampikian obtained the printed DNA re-

sults from a rape case in which a man was 

found guilty. The original genetic analysts 

had been told that police had a suspect in 

custody; the forensic experts then deter-

mined that the suspect’s DNA was part of 

the crime scene sample. To see whether 

knowledge of the arrest caused bias, Dror 

and Hampikian gave the printouts to 17 ex-

perts unconnected with the case and told 

them nothing about the suspect. Only one 

of them matched the suspect’s DNA to the 

crime sample. Such findings support the 

increasingly popular idea that all forensic 

science should be “blinded”—conducted 

without any knowledge about the suspects.

Sometimes a confession will override 

even untainted DNA evidence. In the infa-

mous “Central Park Five” case dramatized in 

a new Netflix series, five teenagers in 1989 

confessed after hours of interrogation to 

brutally beating and raping a female jogger 

in New York City. They quickly recanted, and 

none of the DNA recovered from the victim 

was theirs. Yet two juries convicted them af-

ter the prosecutor explained away the con-

tradiction. She came up with a theory that 

a sixth unidentified accomplice had also 

raped the victim and was the only person 

to ejaculate. (The “unindicted co-ejaculator” 

theory has been used in other wrongful con-

victions as well.) Thirteen years later, the 

man whose DNA matched the sample—a 

convicted serial rapist and murderer serving 

a life sentence—confessed that he alone had 

committed the crime.

How could such an injustice occur? 

Kassin published a study in 2016 in which 

he simulated the situation with mock jury 

experiments. When presented with a sim-

ple choice between a confession and DNA, 

people would choose DNA. But if the pros-

ecutor offered a theory as to why the DNA 

contradicted the confession, the juries over-

whelmingly sided with the confession—an 

insight, he says, into the power of story to 

influence judgment.

CHANGE IS COMING. By 2010, the evidence 

about how interrogations can go wrong had 

become so compelling that Kassin and sev-

eral colleagues from the United States and 

United Kingdom wrote an American Psycho-

logical Association white paper warning 

about the risk of coercion. They suggested 

several reforms, such as prohibiting ly-

ing by police, limiting interrogation time, 

recording all interrogations from start to 

finish, and eliminating the use of minimi-

zation. They also said the practice of seek-

ing confessions was so inherently damaging 

that it might be necessary to “completely re-

conceptualize” the tactic and come up with 

something new.

One model comes from England, where 

police did away with their Reid-style inter-

rogation system in the early 1990s after 

several false conviction scandals. Police 

there now use a system designed to iden-

tify deception based not on visible signs of 

emotional stress, but on “cognitive load,” 

which can lead liars to stumble as they try 

to keep their stories straight. English police 

conduct the kind of open-ended interviews 

that journalists might use and are encour-

aged not to go after confessions. Several 

other countries including New Zealand 

and Australia, along with parts of Canada, 

have adopted the new method. They also 

record the entire interrogation to make 

the process transparent, something that 

25 U.S. states have also adopted.

Two years ago, one of the largest 

U.S. interrogation trainers, Chicago-based 

Wicklander-Zulawski & Associates Inc., 

stopped teaching accusatory interviews and 

embraced the nonconfrontational methods 

Kassin and his colleagues advocate. The 

company was influenced by the prolifera-

tion of research and a desire to minimize 

false confessions, says Dave Thompson, vice 

president of operations. “We realized there’s 

a better way to talk to people today than the 

way we talked to people 20 or 30 years ago.”

Kassin sees progress, too. In March, he 

spoke to a group that until recently might 

have been hostile to his message: 40 district 

attorneys from around the country who 

want to learn to avoid wrongful convictions. 

“My point with them was that they are go-

ing to be fooled—that confessions that look 

real can actually be false, even if they’re cor-

roborated by informants and forensic sci-

ence,” he says. “I wanted to let them know 

that alarm bells should go off when they see 

a confession case.” j

Douglas Starr is a journalist in Boston.

“There’s no one kind of person who can give a false confession. It can happen to anybody,” says Saul Kassin, 

who keeps a photo gallery of innocent people convicted after false confessions in his office.
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