
FORENSIC PSYCHOLOGY
Forensic psychology is the application of psychological knowledge to the legal system 
(justice, processes and people) 

Research in forensic psychology dates back of 100 years, spanning from eyewitness 
accuracy to misleading questions. Hugo von Munsterberg- "father" of forensic psychology
   
Forensic psychologists can play different roles
• Clinical: mental health issues related to law
• Experimental: any aspect of human behaviour related to law

Functions of an Expert Witness- two primary functions:
1. Aid in understanding a particular issue relevant to the case
2. Provide an opinion

• Contrast with regular witnesses who can only testify about that they have observed.
• Either side can ask the judge to permit expert witnesses
•Expert witnesses may be clinical psychologists or academic psychologists   

 
Challenges of Providing Expert Testimony- clashes between science and law 
• Psychology tends to emphasise general patterns; law emphasises individual differences
• Psychology is a scientific discipline that relies on statistical arguments- in law, evidence  

sometimes relies on intuition and past experience over empiricism
• Good psychologists always consider alternative explanations to their findings- good 

lawyers always try to convince others that their explanation is the only correct one
• Psychologists may become advocates and lose their objectivity
 
Admissibility Criteria: experts must satisfy judge that they have special knowledge 
above and beyond that of average juror and that this expertise will assist jurors
• Turner (1975) initially believed psychologists were only useful in cases involving mental 

illness, all else is “common knowledge”- Abolished in NSW 1995

Expert Evidence:

Fingerprints Facial Mapping

The first study to objectively investigate 
fingerprint identification accuracy was 
published in 2011 (Tangen, Thompson & 
McCarthy)
• Tested qualified practicing fingerprint 

experts and novices- overall, fingerprint 
experts were very accurate, but not 
perfect

• Experts tended to err on the side of 
caution by making judgments that would 
free the guilty

• Techniques are not standardised and not 
consistently applied by practitioners

• Process may involve taking 
measurements, noting characteristics or 
other techniques

“Much of the incriminating facial mapping 
evidence now routinely accepted in 
Australian courts is of unknown validity 
and reliability...." (Edmond, Biber, Kemp & 
Porter, 2009, p.338)


