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E14 Forensic Physical Evidence vs. Eyewitness Evidence:  A Look at Their 
Contributions to Wrongful Convictions and Exonerations

Irene A. Estrada, MFS*, National University, 11255 N Torry Pines Road, La Jolla, CA 92037; Ismail M. Sebetan, MD, PhD*, National 
University, Forensic Sciences Program, 11255 N Torrey Pines Road, La Jolla, CA 92037-1011; and Paul Stein, PhD*, National 
University, Forensic Science Program, 11255 N Torrey Pines Road, La Jolla, CA 92037

The goal of this presentation is to provide forensic scientists and legal personnel with information that would allow them to 

develop stricter policies and practices regarding the handling of eyewitness evidence and physical evidence in order to prevent wrongful 

convictions in the future.

This presentation will impact the forensic science community by allowing attendees to better understand the impact each type of 

evidence has in criminal investigations as well as the importance that reliability and accuracy of eyewitness testimony and forensic 

physical evidence have as independent contributors to wrongful convictions.

7KLV�SUHVHQWDWLRQ�LV�EDVHG�RQ�WKH�JURZLQJ�HSLGHPLF�RI�ZURQJIXO�FRQYLFWLRQV�DQG�H[RQHUDWLRQV�WDNLQJ�SODFH�LQ�WKH�8QLWHV�6WDWHV�
since 1989.  Two main databases were referenced in this research: The National Registry of Exonerations and The Innocence Project.  

7KLV�VWXG\�H[DPLQHG�PLVLQWHUSUHWHG�RU�IDOVL¿HG�IRUHQVLF�SK\VLFDO�HYLGHQFH�DQG�WKUHH�W\SHV�RI�H\HZLWQHVV�HYLGHQFH���PLVWDNHQ�ZLWQHVV�
LGHQWL¿FDWLRQ��SHUMXU\��DQG�IDOVH�FRQIHVVLRQV���$IWHU�WKH�ODWH�����V��PRGHUQ�'1$�W\SLQJ�PHWKRGV�DOORZHG�IRU�VXFFHVVIXO�WHVWLQJ�RI�ROGHU�
and smaller biological sample quantities, helping to secure 316 exonerations.  In this study, statistics were generated by calculating the 

IUHTXHQFLHV�DW�ZKLFK�HDFK�W\SH�RI�HYLGHQFH�RFFXUUHG�LQ�WKH�������ZURQJIXO�FRQYLFWLRQV�WR�GDWH�DV�ZHOO�DV�WKH�����'1$�H[RQHUDWLRQV�
This study examined whether erroneous forensic physical evidence or erroneous eyewitness evidence was responsible for the majority 

RI�ZURQJIXO�FRQYLFWLRQV��KRZHYHU�� LQ�PDQ\�FDVHV��PXOWLSOH� W\SHV�RI� IDOVL¿HG�RU�PLVOHDGLQJ�HYLGHQFH�ZHUH� LQYROYHG�VLPXOWDQHRXVO\��
WKHUHIRUH��UHVXOWV�GR�QRW�WRWDO������DQG�GR�QRW�DOORZ�IRU�D�GLUHFW�FRPSDULVRQ���7KH�¿UVW�K\SRWKHVLV�WHVWHG�ZDV�WKDW�H\HZLWQHVV�HYLGHQFH�
will be more impactful and credible to legal personnel and juries than would be forensic physical evidence.  The second hypothesis 

was that eyewitness evidence will be less accurate and reliable than forensic physical evidence.  The third hypothesis was that forensic 

HYLGHQFH�ZLOO�EH�PRUH�OLNHO\�WR�H[RQHUDWH�ZKLOH�H\HZLWQHVV�HYLGHQFH�ZRXOG�EH�PRUH�OLNHO\�WR�ZURQJIXOO\�LQFULPLQDWH�
Results showed that eyewitness evidence was more than twice as prevalent as forensic physical evidence in wrongful convictions.  

2XW�RI�������H[RQHUDWLRQV��SHUMXU\�ZDV�WKH�OHDGLQJ�FDXVH�RI�ZURQJIXO�FRQYLFWLRQV����������PLVWDNHQ�H\HZLWQHVV�LGHQWL¿FDWLRQ�ZDV�WKH�
VHFRQG����������PLVLQWHUSUHWHG�RU� IDOVL¿HG�IRUHQVLF�SK\VLFDO�HYLGHQFH�ZDV� WKH� WKLUG� ���������DQG�IDOVH�FRQIHVVLRQV�ZHUH� WKH� IRXUWK�
���������KRZHYHU��PRGHUQ�'1$�WHVWLQJ�ZDV�UHVSRQVLEOH� IRU�����H[RQHUDWLRQV���������VLQFH������� �2I� WKH�����'1$�H[RQHUDWLRQV��
����FDVHV���������LQYROYHG�IDOVL¿HG�RU�PLVLQWHUSUHWHG�HYLGHQFH�LQ�WKH�ZURQJIXO�FRQYLFWLRQV��ZKLOH�QHDUO\�DOO�FDVHV���������LQYROYHG�
erroneous eyewitness evidence. 

7KHVH�UHVXOWV�VKRZ�WKDW�WKH�SROLFLHV�UHJDUGLQJ�KDQGOLQJ�RI�H\HZLWQHVV�HYLGHQFH�QHHGV�WKH�PRVW�PRGL¿FDWLRQ���,I�QHZ�SROLFLHV�DQG�
SURFHGXUHV�DUH�HVWDEOLVKHG�IRU�KDQGOLQJ�H\HZLWQHVV�DQG�SK\VLFDO�HYLGHQFH��WKHQ�WKH�OLNHOLKRRG�RI�HUURQHRXV�HYLGHQFH�OHDGLQJ�WR�ZURQJIXO�
FRQYLFWLRQV�ZLOO�EH�UHGXFHG���0RUH�UHVHDUFK�PXVW�EH�GRQH�WR�FRQFOXGH�H[DFWO\�KRZ�PDQ\�ZURQJIXO�FRQYLFWLRQV�DQG�H[RQHUDWLRQV�ZHUH�D�
result of one particular form of evidence over the other.
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