
Professor Thompson is quoted in a Houston Chronicle online article discussing the use of double-blind 

line-ups and the views of Texas chiefs of police on their use.  

This article appeared on the Houston Chronicle web site on Sunday, October 30, 2011. 

http://www.chron.com/default/article/Keeping-an-eye-on-witnesses-2243229.php  

Keeping an eye on witnesses 

PATRICIA KILDAY HART 

More than two decades ago, university psychologists researching the reliability of eyewitness testimony 

staged a mock purse-snatching in front of a group of volunteer "witnesses." 

Then they conducted a traditional lineup of suspects - a collage of photographs - that did not include the 

purse-snatcher's mug shot. Up to 40 percent of the time, witnesses nonetheless "found" the bad guy 

among the photos. 

When the witnesses were shown the photos one at a time, however, only 10 percent would make a 

false identification. 

The researchers came to believe that witnesses, when shown a group of photos, compared the group 

and selected one that most resembled the purse-snatcher. When viewing photos singly, however, they 

compared the image only against their memories, and made fewer mistakes. 

Their conclusions probably wouldn't surprise Michael Anthony Green, a Houston man who spent 27 

years in prison for a rape he did not commit. Last year, Green was released from prison after scientific 

advances in DNA testing corrected the injustice that occurred when he was only 18 years old. 

At the time of his arrest, Green happened to be walking after midnight in a neighborhood where police 

were investigating a vicious sexual assault. With the victim in the back seat of a patrol car, officers 

shined a spotlight on his face. She told them Green wasn't her attacker. 

A week later, however, the victim was shown several photo lineups that included Green's mug shot. 

Later that afternoon, they placed him in a live line-up for the victim to view, and Green's luck turned: 

"That's him!" he heard her shriek. 

Green is a member of the not-so-exclusive fraternity of men who have been sent to prison for crimes 

they did not commit. Since the development of DNA testing, 43 men in Texas have been exonerated. 

Like 80 percent of them, Green was sent away on the strength of eyewitness testimony. 

Now, scientists - building on decades of research - believe that altering police lineup procedures could 

prevent miscarriages of justice from destroying more young men's lives. In September, a new national 

study added weight to the body of evidence that showing photographs in sequence - rather than 

simultaneously - cuts down on faulty identifications. 

http://www.chron.com/default/article/Keeping-an-eye-on-witnesses-2243229.php


The research - which counters a well-publicized 2006 study - comes just as the state of Texas is adopting 

a model policy for law enforcement organizations here. In response to legislation passed by Sen. Rodney 

Ellis and Rep. Pete Gallego, Sam Houston State University's Law Enforcement Management Institute of 

Texas has drafted a policy that will be released this week for public comment. 

Chiefs not convinced 

But the Texas Police Chiefs Association is urging the institute to recommend both simultaneous and 

sequential lineups. "There is still considerable debate regarding the best method to use when 

conducting eyewitness identifications," wrote chief John R. Chancellor of the Shenandoah Police 

Department. 

When I contacted Chancellor on Friday, he assured me that "we want to make sure that these wrongful 

convictions don't keep happening." But he said the police chiefs' association also didn't want to see a 

statewide policy adopted based on research he called "inconclusive." 

University of Houston law professor Sandra Guerra Thompson, however, notes that many states have 

already adopted procedures recommended by the U.S. Department of Justice. Those include having 

"double-blind" lineups, in which the administrator doesn't know the identity of the suspect, and 

sequential viewing of photos. 

"It's distressing. I'm disappointed," she said of the position taken by the Texas police chiefs. "You gain 

nothing from a simultaneous viewing other than putting innocent people at very high jeopardy." 

The Houston Police Department has not adopted the DOJ-recommended procedures, but the Dallas 

police department has. In an interview with the New York Times earlier this year, a Dallas police official 

acknowledged there was initial resistance among officers. 

However, an "elaborate training program that talked about memory and physiology and all different 

types of things" won over skeptics, he told the newspaper. 

Rita Watkins, executive director of the Law Enforcement Management Institute, said a draft policy will 

be posted for public comment Monday on its website. Meanwhile, Ellis and Gallego this week sent 

Watkins a letter urging her to hold a public hearing on the draft policy. 

Tragic case inspired bill 

The legislation passed by Ellis and Gallegos sprang from the work of the Timothy Cole Advisory Panel on 

Wrongful Convictions, named for a young man who died in prison after a Texas Tech student identified 

him as her rapist from a photo lineup in 1985. 

In that lineup, Cole's color photo captured his face head-on; all the other photos were black-and-white 

mug shots taken from the side. Upon seeing Cole's face, the rape victim was immediately convinced that 

he was the man who attacked her. 



Now, according to the Innocence Project of Texas, the woman tries to raise awareness about 

misidentifications and wrongful convictions. "I was positive at the time that it was him," she said at a 

recent speech at the Georgetown University Law Center. "I was shocked when I found out it wasn't 

him." 

Cole's misidentification was a miscarriage of justice for him and his family; it was a tragedy for a young 

rape victim, as well. 


