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Abstract

This research investigated how juvenile race and ctual disability affect case judgment involving recanted confession. We recruited
151 participants to serve as mock jurors using a 2 (juvenile race: Black, White) x 2 (intellectual disability: disabled, nondisabled)
between-subjects design. We found that participants rendered more guilty verdicts, had higher confidence in the defendants’
guilt, and estimated a higher probability of crime commission when the juvenile defendants were White instead of Black.
Consistent with the “bend-over-backwards™ effect and the expectancy-violation theory, participants judged the nondisabled
White juvenile defendants harshly but the nondisabled Black juvenile defendants leniently. In addition, intellectual disability
was a mitigating factor, but mostly for White juvenile defendants. Black juvenile defendants with intellectual disability were
often judged more harshly than Black juvenile defendants without intellectual disability. Finally, juvenile race and intellectual
disability interacted to affect the evaluation of confession evidence and case outcome. Overall, the current research extended our

understanding of public perception of Black and White juvenile defendants with intellectual disability.

Keywords Juvenile race - Intellectual disability - Recanted confession - Juror decision-making

In the past few decades, several high-profile cases involving
Black juvenile delinquents have grasped media attention. For
example, in 1996 in Spencer, Ohio, 14-year-old Johnnie
Jordan killed his foster mother, Mrs. Jeannette Johnson with
a hatchet in an unexplainable fit of rage (Toth 2002). Fast
forward to 2012 in Clayton, New Jersey, 15-year-old Justin
Robinson, along with his older brother Dante Robinson, killed
their 12-year-old neighbor Autumn Pasquale when their bike
parts exchange went awry (“Autumn Pasquale Murder,” 2013;
Romalino 2013. More recently in 2018, Corey Williams was
set free after being wrongfully convicted and sentenced to
death for robbing and murdering a pizza delivery man in
Shreveport, Louisiana in 1998 when he was 16 years old
(Berman 2018). In all three cases, there were concerns over
the juvenile delinquents’ intellectual capacity. In addition, due
to the lack of forensic evidence, all three cases hinged heavily
on the juveniles’ confession to the crime. Despite real-life
cases like these, we know little about how the public evaluates
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confessions tendered by intellectually disabled juvenile defen-
dants, much less juvenile defendants of color.

What is known from previous research (e.g., Goff et al.
2014; Najdowski and Bottoms 2015; Nunez et al. 2007,
Redlich et al. 2008; Tang et al. 2009; Tang and Turner 2013)
is that juvenile characteristics such as age, gender, race, histo-
ry of child maltreatment, and intellectual disability influence
case judgments. For instance, younger juvenile offenders and
juveniles with a history of maltreatment have been found to be
judged more leniently (Nunez et al. 2007). Younger juveniles
were less likely than older juveniles to be recommended to the
adult court, and juveniles with a history of maltreatment re-
ceived less harsh verdicts than those without maltreatment
history. Sometimes juvenile characteristics influence verdict
decisions through mock jurors’ evaluation of confession evi-
dence (e.g., Najdowski et al. 2009). In the Najdowski et al.
(2009) study, mock jurors fully discounted a coerced confes-
sion from an intellectually disabled juvenile, but not from a
nondisabled juvenile. Specifically, verdicts did not differ be-
tween intellectually disabled juveniles who confessed under
coercion and those who never confessed. For the nondisabled
juveniles, however, mock jurors delivered more guilty
verdicts to juveniles who confessed under coercion than
those who never confessed. The Najdowski et al. (2009) study
thus suggests that mock jurors examine intellectually disabled
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juvenile defendants under a more sympathetic light, believing
perhaps that an intellectually disabled juvenile defendant is
more easily coerced into making a false confession.

Indeed, due to the elevated false confession and false guilty
plea rates among juvenile defendants (Malloy et al. 2014;
Redlich and Shteynberg 2016), Black suspects (Redlich
et al. 2010), and defendants with intellectual disability
(Trowbridge 2003), intellectually disabled Black juvenile de-
fendants may face multiple threats, making the problem of
false confession especially relevant for this group of
defendants.

Confession Evidence

Confession evidence exerts powerful influence on jurors,
whether it is true, false, voluntary, or coerced (Kassin and
Neumann 1997; Kassin and Sukel 1997; Kassin and
Wrightsman 1980, 1981). For the most part, the effect of con-
fession evidence is not significantly diminished even when the
confession is later recanted. Redlich et al. (2008) found mock
jurors were twice as likely to believe that a juvenile suspect
committed a crime when the suspect had confessed and later
recanted, compared to when the suspect never confessed. This
puts juveniles who falsely confess at a severe disadvantage.
Unfortunately, since intellectually disabled Black juvenile de-
fendants are at risk for falsely confessing and/or pleading
guilty, recanted confessions are a realistic possibility for these
defendants, as in the case of Corey Williams.

As expected, mock jurors do respond to varied circumstances
surrounding the recanted confession. For example, mock jurors
discounted a confession induced after a threat of punishment
(Kassin and Wrightsman 1981). In addition to police interroga-
tion tactics such as threat of punishment, offer of leniency, and
the false-evidence ploy (Forrest et al. 2012; Kassin and
Wrightsman 1981; Leo and Liu 2009; Woody and Forrest
2009), defendant characteristics also influence the evaluation of
recanted confessions. Per Henkel (2008), mock jurors selectively
discounted disputed confessions so that a recanted confession
blamed on an underlying medical condition was discounted more
than one blamed on a psychological disorder, or one blamed on
the general stress induced by the interrogation. To expand on the
literature discussed thus far, the current research examines two
juvenile defendant characteristics that could influence juror judg-
ment of a case involving recanted confession: juvenile race and
intellectual disability.

Perceptions of Black Juvenile Defendants
Past research mostly showed either that people were biased

against Black defendants (Demuth and Steffensmeier 2004;
Feiler and Sheley 1999; Maxwell et al. 2003; Rattan et al.

2012; Stevenson and Bottoms 2009) or that they treat Black
and White defendants the same (Cauffman et al. 2007;
Franklin and Fearn 2008; Mann 1984; Stalans and Henry
1994). For example, using data from the 1990s, Demuth and
Steffensmeier (2004) compared differences in sentencing of
offenders in state felony courts. They found Black and
Hispanic defendants sentenced similarly, but Black and
Hispanic defendants received harsher sentences than White
defendants did. Along the same vein, based on telephone
interviews of over 200 residents from New Orleans in 1995,
Feiler and Sheley (1999) revealed that all things equal, respon-
dents preferred to transfer a juvenile to the adult court when
the juvenile was Black. This revelation was consistent with
Rattan et al. (2012), who showed that just bringing to mind a
Black (vs. White) juvenile offender led participants to view
juveniles in general as significantly more similar to adults and
to express more support for severe sentencing. Rattan et al.’s
(2012) research demonstrated the concept of adultification,
where Black boys and girls are perceived as less innocent
and more adult-like than White children, thereby receiving
more severe punishments for similar infractions (Goff et al.
2014; Tang 2018; Wilson 2017).

Sometimes, this bias against Black defendants is not
straightforward. For instance, Maxwell et al. (2003) analyzed
a large sample of cases adjudicated in the 1990s from the 75
most populous counties in the USA. As it turned out, defen-
dant race differentially predicted the adjudication decisions in
four violent offenses. Even though minority defendants (most-
ly Blacks and Hispanics) were treated more punitively when
charged with assault, robbery, or murder, they were treated
more leniently when charged with sexual assault. The re-
searchers attributed the unexpected leniency for minority de-
fendants to the devaluation of female minority victims com-
pared to White victims, as sexual assault was mostly an intra-
racial crime. This nuanced bias against Black defendants was
also evident in Stevenson and Bottoms (2009), who found
male (but not female) mock jurors demonstrate the predicted
bias against Black juvenile defendants.

Other researchers (e.g., Cauffman et al. 2007; Franklin and
Fearn 2008; Mann 1984; Stalans and Henry 1994) revealed
few differences between the treatment/perception of Black
and White defendants. Cauffman et al. (2007) sampled 1355
juvenile offenders adjudicated of serious criminal offenses in
Phoenix and Philadelphia and found juvenile race unrelated to
dispositional outcome. Likewise, defendant race was not a
predictor of sentencing severity in a nationally representative
sample of convicted homicide defendants (Franklin and Fearn
2008). When studying race and sentencing of female felony
offenders in Atlanta in 1981, Mann (1984) found superior
court judges uninfluenced by the defendant’s race when mak-
ing sentencing recommendations. Finally, in an experiment,
Stalans and Henry (1994) found offender race fail to predict
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participants’ transfer preference when the race of the offender
was explicitly identified as either “Black™ or “White.”

Overall then, even though the research results are mixed,
there is the tendency toward more severe judgment of Black
compared to White defendants. This may apply in the evalu-
ation of confession evidence as well. Indeed, in three experi-
ments, Ratcliff et al. (2010) found participants rated the con-
fessions tendered by Chinese-American and African-
American suspects more voluntary than Caucasian suspects.
Also, mock jurors in Pickel et al.” (2013) two experiments
judged a recanted confession to be more voluntary, authentic,
and incriminating when the defendant was a minority (Arab
American in experiment 1 and gay man in experiment 2) rath-
er than a majority group member (White American in exper-
iment 1 and heterosexual man in experiment 2). Black juve-
nile defendants, being members of a minority, may be judged
more harshly in the case of recanted confessions as well. In
other words, confessions (even if later recanted) from Black
juvenile defendants may be regarded as more voluntary, au-
thentic, and incriminating than those made by White juvenile
defendants.

Perceptions of Juvenile Defendants
with Intellectual Disability

Similar to perceptions of Black juvenile defendants, percep-
tions of intellectual disabled juvenile defendants also notably
vary. As Trowbridge (2003) pointed out, interrogator trickery
can lead to false confessions even among high-functioning
individuals, let alone adolescents, and especially adolescents
with intellectual disability. Indeed, the public viewed intellec-
tually disabled child witnesses as less able to resist suggestive
questioning (Brown and Lewis 2013). Mock jurors also rated
the testimony of children with intellectual disability as less
credible, although this was largely due to the lack of detail
in the children’s testimony compared to testimony from typi-
cally developing children (Henry et al. 2011). The public rec-
ognizes that intellectual disability is a risk factor for falsely
confessing (Henkel 2008).

On the other hand, as crime victims, intellectually disabled
children have been found to be more credible, more honest,
and less likely to make false allegations than child victims of
average intelligence (Bottoms et al. 2003). In Bottoms et al.
(2003), mock jurors additionally turned this higher victim
credibility into more guilty verdicts and higher confidence in
the defendant’s guilt.

Aside from perhaps a general sympathy for child victims
and displeasure toward child perpetrators, this unevenness in
perception may also reflect mixed feelings toward intellectu-
ally disabled children. Research seems to bear this out. Even
as mock jurors rated the testimony of children (Henry et al.
2011) and others (Stobbs and Kebbell 2003) with intellectual
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disability as less credible, they also judged witnesses with
learning disabilities to be fundamentally honest (Stobbs and
Kebbell 2003). Still, mock jurors were reluctant to rely on the
evidence presented by witnesses with learning disabilities.
The public thus view children with intellectual disability as
innocent but gullible.

Overall, however, people are sympathetic toward juvenile
defendants with intellectual disability. For example, when the
juvenile defendant was thought to be guilty but perceived to
be intellectually disabled, mock jurors were less likely to vote
guilty and less likely to think that the juvenile should be tried
as an adult (Najdowski and Bottoms 2012). Additionally,
when examining juror perceptions of a juvenile defendant
across the different crime types of shoplifting, drug offense,
self-defense murder, and aggravated murder, Najdowski et al.
(2009) found intellectual disability to be a mitigating factor.
Mock jurors in the Najdowski et al. (2009) study were more
lenient toward the disabled juvenile defendant, including
completely discounting a coerced confession.

Whereas Black juvenile defendants were often treated
more harshly than White juvenile defendants (Feiler and
Sheley 1999; Rattan et al. 2012; Stevenson and Bottoms
2009), juveniles with intellectual disability were usually given
more leniency than juveniles without such a disability
(Najdowski and Bottoms 2012; Najdowski et al. 2009).
However, extant experimental studies on how intellectual dis-
ability affected the evaluation of confession evidence have all
portrayed the intellectually disabled juvenile defendant as
White (e.g., Najdowski and Bottoms 2012, 2015; Najdowski
et al. 2009). We therefore intended to bridge this gap by in-
cluding both Black and White juvenile defendants in our
study.

The following are our research hypotheses and/or research
questions: First, we predicted that mock jurors would judge
Black juvenile defendants more harshly than White juvenile
defendants, consistent with Pickel et al. (2013). Second, we
predicted that mock jurors would judge intellectually disabled
juveniles more leniently than nondisabled juvenile defen-
dants, in accord with Najdowski and Bottoms (2012) and
Najdowski et al. (2009). Third, we were interested in any
interactions between juvenile race and intellectual disability.
Would mock jurors judge intellectually disabled Black juve-
niles more harshly than intellectually disabled White juve-
niles, due to racial prejudice? Would mock jurors instead
judge intellectually disabled Black juveniles more leniently,
due to the better match to a possible stereotype that Blacks are
more likely to be disabled? Poulson (1990) hinted at this sec-
ond possibility in that when defendants were presented as
Black, they were acquitted of Not Guilty by Reason of
Insanity more often than when the defendants were presented
as White. Finally, we wonder if differences in case judgment
would be associated with mock jurors’ evaluations of the
recanted confession.
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Method
Participants

We recruited 151 undergraduate students, ranged in age from
18 to 51 years (M =20.11, SD=3.29), from a public liberal
arts university in the East coast of the USA using a research
participant pool administered by the psychology program.
Students received partial course credits or extra credits for
their participation. There were 38 males and 113 females:
68.2% were Caucasian, 9.3% were Black, 7.9% were Asian,
6% were Hispanic, and 8.6% chose the “Other” category. All
participants were US citizens and 18 years or older, so that
they were jury eligible. The research was approved by our
university’s Institutional Review Board.

Materials and Procedure

After signing informed consent forms and confirming that
they were US citizens and 18 years or older, participants were
asked to serve as mock jurors. They individually read and
made judgments on one of four versions of an approximately
2000-word trial summary, following the 2 (juvenile race:
Black, White) x 2 (intellectual disability: disabled, nondis-
abled) between-subjects factorial design. All four versions of
the trial summary depicted a first-degree murder case involv-
ing a 16-year-old juvenile defendant tried as an adult.
Juvenile race was manipulated by the first name of the
defendant as either “Jamal” (Black juvenile) or “Jacob”
(White juvenile) and the label used to describe him in the
introductory paragraph of the trial summary as either
“African American” or “Caucasian.” Intellectual disability
was manipulated through a short description of the defendant
in the same paragraph, modeled after Najdowski and Bottoms
(2012, 2015). For the intellectually disabled defendant, the
description states that a school psychologist testified that the
juvenile defendant had a lower than average 1Q and was de-
velopmentally delayed, functioning in the mild range of intel-
lectual disability. In addition, the defendant had problems with
time management, would forget to do homework if not
reminded, had difficulty expressing himself, and lacked social
skills. Moreover, despite receiving special education services,
the defendant still performed poorly in school, did not have
the reasoning abilities of a normal 16-year-old, but functioned
at the level of a typically developing 12-year-old. For the
nondisabled defendant, the description states that a school
psychologist testified that the juvenile defendant was of aver-
age intelligence with no major psychological problems. In
addition, the defendant had no problem with time manage-
ment, would remember to do homework without being
reminded, had no difficulty expressing himself, and had ade-
quate social skills. Finally, the defendant had no need for
special education services, performed well in school, had the

reasoning abilities of a normal 16-year-old, and functioned at
the level of a typically developing 16-year-old.

The trial summary itself was loosely based on the Taylor
(2004) case and included both the prosecution and defense
perspectives. The prosecution charged that the juvenile defen-
dant, together with a younger companion, robbed and shot the
victim to death during an attempt to steal the victim’s bicycle
valued at about $115. Prosecution evidence included three
eyewitnesses who somewhat confidently identified the juve-
nile defendant as the shooter, the younger companion’s state-
ment that the defendant was the shooter, and the defendant’s
own confession. The defense, on the other hand, pointed out
that there was no physical evidence linking the defendant to
the crime. The defense also challenged much of the eyewit-
ness testimony on grounds of inconsistency. Most of all, the
defense described how when the defendant was interrogated
for more than two hours, he was given no food and was of-
fered no breaks. Neither was his mother or an attorney present.
Therefore, the juvenile defendant’s confession was coerced,
and the juvenile later recanted the confession. The defense
argued that the coercive misconduct of the two interrogating
officers rendered the confession involuntary and false. Given
that extralegal factors are only or more influential when the
strength of the case evidence is ambivalent (Franklin 2010;
Meeker et al. 1992), we wrote the trial summaries with an eye
toward keeping the evidence balanced between the prosecu-
tion and the defense.

Immediately after reading the case summary, partici-
pants completed a two-page questionnaire. They ren-
dered a verdict and rated their confidence on the verdict
on a 0- to 10-point Likert-type scale, with 0 representing
“Not at all confident” and 10 for “Completely confi-
dent.” Participants then estimated the percent likelihood
that the defendant committed the crime and proposed a
standard of proof for a guilty verdict. The two questions
that followed inquired about the police interrogation
process. Participants rated whether the defendant was
treated fairly (“Yes” or “No”) during the interrogation
and the amount of pressure police officers exerted on
the defendant to confess on a 0- to 10-point scale, with
0 representing “No pressure” and 10 representing “A
great deal of pressure.” Finally, prior to answering a
few demographic questions, participants answered three
questions about the recanted confession. They rated on a
0- to 10-point scale how voluntary the defendant’s con-
fession was, with 0 for “Not at all voluntary” and 10 for
“Completely voluntary.” Participants answered whether
the defendant’s confession was false, and they rated how
incriminating the defendant’s confession (though
recanted) was on a 0- to 10-point scale, with 0 for “Not
at all incriminating” and 10 for “Extremely incriminat-
ing.” As each participant turned in his/her questionnaire,
he/she was given a debriefing form that thanked the
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participant and explained the specific hypotheses of the
research.

Results
Verdict

Using logistic regression, we entered both the main effects of
juvenile race and intellectual disability, and the interaction
between juvenile race and intellectual disability into the equa-
tion. There was a significant main effect of juvenile race.
Participants found the White defendant (51%) guilty more
often than the Black defendant (31%), Wald =6.29, p=0.01,
OR =0.42, Cox and Snell R*=0.07.

However, the above main effect was qualified by a signif-
icant two-way interaction (see Fig. 1) between juvenile race
and intellectual disability: Whereas verdicts for disabled
Black and White defendants were similar, participants found
nondisabled White defendant (61%) guilty more often than
nondisabled Black defendant (24%), Wald =4.50, p =0.03,
OR =0.23, Cox and Snell R*=0.07.

Confidence in the Defendant’s Guilt

Before analyzing the study data, we created a more interpret-
able verdict confidence variable to represent participants’ con-
fidence in the defendant’s guilt by combining participants’

verdict with their confidence in the verdict (e.g., Cooper and
Neuhaus 2000; Tang and Turner 2013; Wiley and Bottoms
2009). The resultant variable could range from 1 (not guilty,
completely confident) to 22 (guilty, completely confident).

We conducted a 2 (juvenile race: Black, White) x 2 (intel-
lectual disability: disabled, nondisabled) between-subjects
ANOVA on this variable and revealed a pattern of findings
similar to those on verdict. There was a significant main effect
of juvenile race. Participants had higher confidence in the
White (M =11.67, SD=7.53) than the Black (M =8.83,
SD =7.25) defendant’s guilt, F(1, 147)=5.80, p=10.02,
n,” =0.04.

However, the above main effect was qualified by a signif-
icant interaction (see Fig. 2) between juvenile race and intel-
lectual disability, F(1, 147)=5.88, p=0.02, np2 =0.04.
Simple effects analyses revealed that whereas ratings for dis-
abled Black and White defendants were similar, participants
had higher confidence in the nondisabled White defendant’s
guilt (M=13.08, SD =7.49) than in the nondisabled Black
defendant’s guilt (M =7.34, SD=6.68), F(1, 147)=11.60,
p=0.001,7,>=0.07.

Probability of Crime Commission

A 2 (juvenile race: Black, White) x 2 (intellectual disability:
disabled, nondisabled) between-subjects ANOVA did not find
any main effects on the probability of crime commission rat-
ings. However, juvenile race and intellectual disability

Fig. 1 Significant two-way inter-
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interacted (Fig. 3) to influence participant perception on the
probability that the defendant committed the charged crime,
F(1, 148)=4.65,p=0.03, np2 =0.04. Simple effects analyses
revealed that even though participants rated disabled Black
and White juvenile defendants similarly, they estimated a
higher probability of crime commission for the nondisabled
White defendant (M = 63.42, SD =27.22) than for the nondis-
abled Black defendant (M =47.45, SD =25.25), F(1, 148) =
7.32, p=0.008, 1,> = 0.05.

Voluntariness of the Confession

We conducted the same 2 (juvenile race: Black, White) x 2
(intellectual disability: disabled, nondisabled) between-
subjects ANOVA on perceived voluntariness of the confes-
sion. There was a main effect of intellectual disability.
Participants rated the confession made by the nondisabled
defendant (M=4.07, SD =2.36) more voluntary than that
made by the disabled defendant (M =3.22, SD =2.26), F(I,
148)=5.02, p=0.03,1,” = 0.03.

There was also a significant interaction (Fig. 4) between
juvenile race and intellectual disability, F(1, 148)=4.91, p=
0.03, np2 =0.03. Even though participants did not rate the
voluntariness of the confession any differently between dis-
abled and nondisabled Black juvenile defendants, they rated
the confession made by the nondisabled White defendant
(M=4.47, SD=2.20) more voluntary than that made by the

Black White

Juvenile Race

disabled White defendant (M =2.82, SD=2.27), F(1, 148) =
10.06, p =0.002, 1,” = 0.06.

Perception of the Confession Being False

We entered both the main effects of juvenile race and intellec-
tual disability and the interactive effect between the two into a
logistic regression equation. There was a significant interac-
tive effect (see Fig. 5) between juvenile race and intellectual
disability on participants’ opinion regarding whether the con-
fession was false or not. Simple effects analyses uncovered a
cross-over effect. For the Black juvenile defendant, more par-
ticipants believed that the nondisabled defendant (79%) made
a false confession than the disabled defendant (57%); for the
White defendant, however, more participants believed that the
disabled defendant (67%) falsely confessed than the nondis-
abled defendant (43%), Wald =8.22, p=0.004, OR =7.5,
Cox and Snell R? = 0.07. There were no other significant main
effects or interactions.

Mediational Analyses

To understand how juvenile race and intellectual disability
may influence verdict through participant perception of
the recanted confession, we conducted mediational analy-
ses using the Preacher and Hayes bootstrapping method
(Preacher and Hayes 2004; Preacher et al. 2007).
Specifically, we used conditional process modeling
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juvenile race. When juvenile race was at a higher level (i.e.,
White juvenile per our coding), the conditional indirect effect
of intellectual disability on verdict via perceived voluntariness
of the confession was significant in a positive direction, 3 =
0.59 (0.26), 95% CI [0.19, 1.19]. In contrast, when juvenile
race was ata low level (i.e., Black juvenile per our coding), the
effect was not significant, 3 =0.00 (0.20), 95% CI [—0.44,
0.38]. Moreover, the direct effect of intellectual disability on
verdict was not significant, 3 =—0.19 (0.36), p=0.59, 95%
CI[-0.90, 0.52]. Therefore, this model was a full mediation
model. Overall then, juvenile race was a moderator for the

Voluntariness
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Intellectual
disability

-19(.36)
Indirect effect / Black juvenile: .00 (.20), 95% CI [-.44, .38]
Indirect effect / White juvenile: .59 (.26), 95% CI [.19, 1.19]

Fig. 6 Moderated mediating effect of the perceived voluntariness of the
confession

Black White

Juvenile Race

positive pathway from intellectual disability through per-
ceived voluntariness of the confession to verdict. For White
juveniles, the lack of intellectual disability was linked to
higher perceived voluntariness of the confession, which pre-
dicted more guilty verdicts.

Discussion

We set out to answer four research questions. We wanted to
know if mock jurors would judge Black juvenile defendants
more harshly than White juvenile defendants; we predicted
that mock jurors would judge intellectually disabled juveniles
more leniently than nondisabled juvenile defendants; we were
curious to find out if juvenile race and intellectual disability
interact to affect decision-making; we wondered whether dif-
ferences in case judgment would be associated with mock
jurors’ evaluation of the recanted confession.

Indeed, juvenile race influenced verdict and confidence in
the defendant’s guilt, but in a direction that was opposite to our
prediction. Participants found White juveniles guilty more of-
ten than Black juveniles, and participants had higher confi-
dence in the White than in the Black defendants’ guilt. This
finding was not the norm, but it was revealed in the occasional
study or two. For example, after analyzing 68,188 juvenile
court referrals, Peck and Jennings (2016) found White juve-
niles adjudicated at a higher rate than Black juveniles. Also,
mock jurors in Pica et al. (2017) delivered more guilty verdicts
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to White than to Black defendants. It would seem that juvenile
race impacts case judgment differently depending on other
factors, as past research has generated null findings (e.g.,
Stalans and Henry 1994), found Black (e.g., Rattan et al.
2012; Stevenson and Bottoms 2009) or White (Peck and
Jennings 2016; Pica et al. 2017) juvenile defendants judged
more harshly. It is difficult to pinpoint the exact combinations
of factors that led juvenile race to impact case judgment in
such divergent ways.

One explanation for our counterintuitive finding on juve-
nile race can be gleaned from the modern racism literature.
Modern racism theory proposes that modern racists are more
likely to discriminate when a non-race justification exists, or
the appropriate response is not apparent (McConahay 1983).
For example, Black and White job applicants are hired at
equal rates when they are both highly qualified. However,
when they both have equally low qualifications, the Black
applicant is less likely to be hired, because the low qualifica-
tions now serve as a non-race justification not to hire the Black
applicant (Brief et al. 2000; McConahay 1983). In our study,
the trial summary was constructed to maintain balance of ev-
idence between the prosecution and the defense. Presumably,
mock jurors in our study did not have a non-race related jus-
tification to convict or acquit; that is, the evidence did not lean
strongly toward guilt or acquittal. Thus, the nondisabled Black
defendant was not discriminated against. Further, mock jurors
seem to have overcorrected their bias toward the nondisabled
Black defendant compared to the nondisabled White defen-
dant, known as a “bend-over-backward” effect. Previous re-
search (e.g., Olson and Fazio 2004; Pica et al. 2017) has found
that individuals will overcorrect for bias and act in a more
positive manner toward Black individuals in an effort to ap-
pear non-prejudiced.

Another explanation can be found when considering that
the main effect of juvenile race on verdict and confidence in
the defendant’s guilt was restricted to nondisabled juvenile
defendants. In the process of operationalizing intellectual dis-
ability, we also described the “normally developing” aspects
of juvenile defendants without intellectual disability. It was
likely that these “normal” qualities such as managing time
well, completing homework voluntarily, having adequate so-
cial skills, and performing well in school have combined to
depict a nondisabled juvenile who seemed well adjusted.
Participants might have thus judged the nondisabled White
juvenile harshly but the nondisabled Black juvenile leniently
in accord with the expectancy-violation theory (Jussim et al.
1987). This theory states that when stereotype-inconsistent
information is presented about a target, the target will be eval-
uated more extremely in the direction of the violated expec-
tancy. For example, Jackson et al. (1993) found that
stereotype-inconsistent target (i.e., Black persons with superi-
or qualifications, or White persons with inferior qualifica-
tions) was judged more extremely in the direction of the
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inconsistency. Specifically, strong Black persons were evalu-
ated more favorably than strong White persons while weak
White persons were evaluated less favorably than weak Black
persons.

In our study, nondisabled, well-adjusted Black juvenile de-
fendants may have been stereotype-inconsistent (e.g., going
against the stereotype of a problematic Black delinquent with
low IQ) in a positive manner, but nondisabled, well-adjusted
White juvenile defendants may have been stereotype-
inconsistent (i.e., going against the stereotype of a law-
abiding White juvenile) in a negative manner. This would
cohere with the finding that nondisabled White juvenile de-
fendants were estimated to have a higher probability of crime
commission than nondisabled Black juvenile defendants, even
though disabled Black and White juvenile defendants were
rated similarly. Even though disabled White juvenile defen-
dants in our study also violated the law-abiding White juvenile
stereotype, their intellectual disability may have mitigated par-
ticipants’ propensity toward harsh judgment.

In fact, intellectual disability was a mitigating factor in our
study, in that participants rated the confession made by the
nondisabled juvenile defendant more voluntary than that
made by the disabled juvenile defendant. This confirmed past
research (Najdowski and Bottoms 2012; Najdowski et al.
2009) and demonstrated the public’s understanding that juve-
niles with intellectual disability are less able to resist sugges-
tions and are more at risk for falsely confessing (Brown and
Lewis 2013; Henkel 2008).

Further, the current research extended past studies by
showing that this leniency toward intellectually disabled
juveniles may be restricted to White juvenile defendants.
It should be noted here that Pica et al. (2017) did not find
such an interaction, although our research methods are
quite different. Pica et al. (2017) studied juveniles with
developmental delay (which includes intellectual disabili-
ty AND physical disabilities) and they used a case of
aggravated assault (whereas ours was first-degree mur-
der). In our study, participants did not differentially rate
the voluntariness of the confession between disabled and
nondisabled Black defendants, but they rated the confes-
sion made by the nondisabled White defendant more vol-
untary than that made by the disabled White defendant.
Across all dependent variables where significant findings
emerged, Black juvenile defendants with intellectual dis-
ability were not once judged more leniently than Black
juvenile defendants without intellectual disability. Black
juvenile defendants with intellectual disability were actu-
ally treated less sympathetically than Black juvenile de-
fendants without intellectual disability as their coerced
confession was judged less likely to be false.
Conversely, coerced confessions tendered by White juve-
nile defendants with intellectual disability were deemed
more likely to be false than that given by nondisabled
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White juvenile defendants. In short, our research showed
that disabled Black juveniles are at risk of being treated in
a biased way, lending support to the consideration of ju-
venile race when examining public perception of juvenile
defendants with intellectual disability.

Finally, juvenile race and intellectual disability interacted
to influence verdict decisions through participant evaluation
of how voluntary the confession was. Our moderated media-
tional analyses revealed that for White juveniles only, the
more voluntary the confession, the more likely the guilty ver-
dict. Thus, from the prosecutor standpoint, our study demon-
strated that it was not enough just to obtain a confession from
suspects; it is important that the confession be voluntary as
well.

There were a number of study limitations. Our sample
size was moderate and there were more female than male
participants. However, supporting several of our research
hypotheses even using a moderate sample spoke to the
strengths of our findings. To ensure a more equal number
of male and female study participants, future research en-
deavors should employ a diverse set of recruitment strat-
egies, going beyond the psychology participant pool to
the community, and using traditional as well as online
data collection methods.

Overall, we began to fill a void in extant experimen-
tal research about how intellectual disability affects the
evaluation of confession evidence by including both
Black and White juvenile defendants with intellectual
disability, extending the work of Najdowski and her
collaborators (e.g., Najdowski and Bottoms 2012,
2015; Najdowski et al. 2009). Sadly, even though intel-
lectually disabled Black juvenile defendants are at high
risk for falsely confessing (e.g., Malloy et al. 2014;
Trowbridge 2003), our research suggests that the public
may not recognize this vulnerability.

Therefore, despite their intellectual disability, Black ju-
venile defendants the likes of Johnnie Jordan, Justin
Robinson, and Corey Williams are unlikely to be judged
leniently because of their disabilities. If an intellectually
disabled Black juvenile defendant made a false confession
and later recanted, the confession could still hold sway.
Future research should build upon the current research to
confirm that intellectual disability affects case judgment
differently depending on juvenile race, and to increase
public understanding of the impact of intellectual disabil-
ity on coerced confession for juvenile defendants of all
demographic persuasions.
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