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Abstract: The Fourth Amendment distinguishes between reasonable suspicion and probable cause, two legal standards that authorize different levels of police intrusion. Although these standards differ in legal doctrine, both rely on subjective evaluations of evidentiary sufficiency. Drawing on attribution theory and research on heuristic judgment, this study examined how evidence type, crime-rate context, and legal standards influence public evaluations of police searches. A 2 × 2 × 2 between-subjects experiment was conducted with 299 U.S. participants. Participants were randomly assigned to read one of eight vignettes that varied evidence type (direct vs. circumstantial), crime context (high-crime vs. low-crime), and legal standard (reasonable suspicion vs. probable cause). Results indicated that evidence type was the strongest predictor of search justification, perceived guilt, and expectations of finding incriminating evidence. Crime-rate context also significantly influenced judgments, with participants expressing greater support for police searches in high-crime environments. Legal standards produced smaller but significant effects on justification and certainty judgments. No significant interaction effects were observed among the three experimental factors. These findings suggest that public evaluations of police conduct are influenced not only by legal standards but also by evidentiary and contextual information. The study contributes to understanding how psychological processes shape perceptions of evidentiary sufficiency in legal decision-making.
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1. Introduction
In U.S. Law, the Fourth Amendment distinguishes between “reasonable suspicion” and “probable cause,” two evidentiary thresholds that authorize different forms of police intrusion. The reasonable suspicion standard, established in Terry v. Ohio (1968), allows brief investigatory stops based on specific, articulable facts suggesting criminal activity, while probable cause, required for arrests and search warrants, demands a higher evidentiary showing [1–2]. Although these standards are formally differentiated in doctrine, neither is defined by a fixed quantitative rule. Probable cause has been described as a “practical, nontechnical conception” grounded in “the factual and practical considerations of everyday life on which reasonable and prudent men, not legal technicians, act” (Page 175) [3]. Similarly, reasonable suspicion requires no numerical threshold but instead depends on “specific articulable facts, together with rational inferences from those facts” assessed under a totality-of-the-circumstances framework (Page 238; 417) [2, 4]. Because both standards require judges to exercise judgment rather than apply fixed rules mechanically, appellate courts retain the authority to review such determinations independently, rather than simply deferring to the conclusions of lower courts [5]. As a result, the interpretation of evidentiary strength becomes central to assessing police conduct [6–7].
Judgments of evidentiary sufficiency are not purely logical assessments of probability; they also reflect interpretive and normative evaluations of what the available evidence means [8]. Research in attribution theory suggests that individuals are sensitive to whether evidence appears causally connected to an outcome [9–10]. Direct evidence, such as eyewitness identification, provides a clearer causal pathway linking a suspect to a crime [11]. By contrast, behavioral cues or contextual indicators may be merely associative with wrongdoing, leaving greater room for interpretive flexibility [12]. This flexibility raises an important question about the role of environmental context. Legal doctrine permits consideration of whether an encounter occurs in a “high-crime area”, thereby incorporating base-rate information into assessments of suspicion [13]. However, research on heuristic judgment suggests that contextual cues can shape perceived diagnosticity, particularly when primary evidence is ambiguous [14]. Under such conditions, correlational cues may be perceived as more probative than they would be in isolation.
Despite extensive discussion of neighborhood context in both legal and psychological aspects, relatively little empirical work has examined how evidence type, crime context, and legal standards jointly influence public evaluations of police searches. In particular, it remains unclear whether lay observers meaningfully differentiate between reasonable suspicion and probable cause when evaluating a completed search and how different forms of evidence shape these judgments. Furthermore, few studies have examined the psychological mechanisms through which evidence type influences perceptions of search justification.
The present study addresses this issue using a 2 × 2 × 2 factorial design that manipulates evidence type (direct vs. circumstantial), crime context (high vs. low), and legal standard (reasonable suspicion vs. probable cause). The study predicts that evidence type, crime context, and legal standards will each independently influence public evaluations of police searches. In addition, the study examines whether the effect of evidence type on search justification operates through perceived guilt certainty and expected evidence discovery. The following questions prevail:
RQ1: Does evidence type influence perceived justification of a police search? RQ2: Does crime-rate context influence perceived justification? RQ3: Does legal standard influence perceived justification? RQ4: Does the effect of evidence type on justification operate indirectly through perceived guilt certainty and expected evidence discovery? Based on these research questions, the following hypotheses prevail: H1: Participants exposed to direct evidence will report higher justification ratings than participants exposed to circumstantial evidence. H2: Participants exposed to a high-crime context will report higher justification ratings than participants exposed to a low-crime context. H3: Participants exposed to a reasonable suspicion standard will report higher justification ratings than participants exposed to a probable cause standard. H4: Perceived guilt certainty and expected evidence discovery are expected to serve as potential mediators linking evidence type to justification judgments.

2. Literature review
2.1. The legal architecture of suspicion: Reasonable suspicion vs. probable cause
The Fourth Amendment of the U.S. Constitution governs the balance between individual privacy and public safety through two primary evidentiary thresholds (U.S. Const. amend. IV). Reasonable Suspicion (RS), established in Terry v. Ohio (1968), requires specific and articulable facts that would lead a reasonable officer to suspect criminal activity is afoot. In contrast, Probable Cause (PC) requires a higher “fair probability” of guilt to justify arrests or full searches. However, legal scholars argue that these standards are inherently “fluid” and “elastic” [15]. For the layperson, the distinction between a “reasonable” and a “probable” conclusion is often cognitively blurred.
This ambiguity may allow psychological heuristics to influence public evaluations of police decisions. Empirical evidence suggests that laypeople’s intuitive rankings of “suspiciousness” often diverge sharply from the Supreme Court’s categorical distinctions [16]. Furthermore, because precise mathematical probabilities do not define these standards, they are susceptible to “schema-consistent” interpretations, in which individuals use their prior beliefs about crime to fill in the gaps in the evidence [17].

2.2. Causal attribution and the weight of evidence
The way people evaluate encounters with police is strongly informed by Attribution Theory, which suggests that individuals act as “naive psychologists,” continuously attempting to infer the causes behind observed behaviors [9–10]. In policing, this involves a critical distinction between causal evidence and correlational cues [18]. Causal evidence, such as a direct forensic link or physical evidence, establishes a mechanistic connection between a suspect and a specific criminal act. In contrast, many factors used to justify police stops are merely correlational or “associative,” such as a suspect’s presence in a high-crime area or an evasive demeanor. Despite their lower legal reliability, psychological research suggests that lay observers often overweigh these correlational cues [19]. This is partly due to the representativeness heuristic, in which individuals judge the likelihood of guilt based on how closely a suspect fits a stereotypical “criminal” prototype rather than on the statistical probability of crime [20].
When evaluating a suspect’s actions (e.g., fleeing at the sight of police), the public is prone to the Fundamental Attribution Error [21]. This cognitive bias leads observers to over-attribute a suspect’s behavior to internal, dispositional factors, such as “consciousness of guilt” or criminal intent, while systematically underestimating situational explanations, such as fear of police misconduct or social pressure [22].
Attribution theory also suggests that different forms of evidence vary in their perceived diagnostic value. Direct evidence provides a clearer causal connection between a suspect and an alleged offense, allowing observers to make stronger inferences regarding guilt and responsibility. In contrast, circumstantial evidence requires greater interpretation and may be viewed as less informative regarding a suspect’s involvement in criminal activity. As a result, individuals may perceive police actions as more justified when they are supported by direct evidence rather than circumstantial evidence. This distinction is particularly important in legal decision-making contexts, where judgments often depend on how people interpret the strength and meaning of available evidence.

2.3. Heuristics and the “high-crime neighborhood” context
A central tension in Fourth Amendment jurisprudence is the “high-crime area” designation. While the Supreme Court ruled in Illinois v. Wardlow (2000) that a location’s characteristics can be a relevant factor in an officer’s assessment of suspicion, psychological research suggests that this context profoundly distorts lay evaluations of evidence through specific cognitive shortcuts. The most pervasive bias in this context is the base-rate fallacy [14]. When individuals evaluate a police stop in a “high-crime” neighborhood, they tend to over-rely on the salient “criminal” reputation of the area while neglecting the statistical reality that the vast majority of individuals in that neighborhood are law-abiding citizens. As Slobogin (1991) noted, lay observers often allow the “denominator” of the neighborhood to dictate the “numerator” of individual suspicion, effectively lowering the evidentiary bar required for a stop to be perceived as legitimate [23].
Neighborhoods function as powerful cognitive schemas. Research by Quillian and Pager (2001) demonstrates that perceptions of neighborhood crime are often decoupled from actual crime rates and are instead driven by social stereotypes [24]. When a neighborhood is labeled “high-crime,” it activates an “associative network” of danger and criminality in the observer’s mind. Consequently, according to the availability heuristic, examples of crime are easily recalled, leading the public to overestimate the likelihood that any given individual in that space is engaged in illicit activity [20].
High-crime environments may therefore function as heuristic cues that independently influence judgments of police conduct. Rather than changing the legal meaning of evidence, crime context may provide additional information that shapes perceptions of risk, suspicion, and public safety [14, 20]. Research suggests that contextual crime information can activate crime-related schemas and increase the perceived diagnosticity of otherwise ambiguous cues, leading observers to draw stronger inferences regarding criminal involvement [17, 24]. As a result, individuals may view police searches as more justified when they occur in high-crime settings, even when the evidentiary information remains constant [13, 23].

3. Method
3.1. Participants
300 participants were recruited through Qualtrics, distributed by Prolific. After exclusions, the final sample included 299 participants. Inclusion criteria include: (a) fluency in English, and (b) current residence in the United States, to ensure a basic familiarity with domestic legal concepts and policing. Because this study examines legal concepts grounded in the U.S. Constitution, (c) participants are required to be U.S. citizens. (d) Participants should have a general background in legal concepts; currently enrolled in law school or holding a Juris Doctor degree will be excluded.

3.2. Design and power analysis
The data were analyzed using a 2 × 2 × 2 between-subjects ANOVA (α = .05) to examine main effects and interaction effects on perceived justification ratings. A prior power analysis confirmed that a total sample of 300 achieves sufficient power (≥ .80) to detect medium and large effect sizes.
The theoretical accounts reviewed in the preceding sections suggest that evidence type and crime context do not influence justification judgments in isolation, but rather operate through a sequence of cognitive appraisals. To formalize this evaluative process, the present study adopts a serial mediation framework grounded in Hayes’ PROCESS Model 6 [25]. This model allows for the decomposition of how situational inputs are translated into legal judgments through a structured chain of psychological inferences.
The proposed process model is illustrated in Figure 1, which depicts the serial mediational pathway linking evidence type to justification judgments via perceived guilt and expected evidence discovery.
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Figure 1. Process model

3.3. Materials
The primary experimental stimulus consists of eight written vignettes, each approximately 150–200 words, describing a police officer, Daniel, deciding whether to search an individual. The vignettes systematically manipulate the three independent variables and are randomly assigned to the participants. Other information, except for the manipulative variable between vignettes, is the same and controlled to eliminate possible confounding variables. For direct evidence, information is given as the officer acts on specific, causal information linking the suspect to a crime (e.g., an eyewitness report that matches security footage). Circumstantial evidence, on the other hand, the officer acts on behavioral and contextual cues with only correlational value (e.g., pacing, avoiding eye contact, no direct evidence).
In a high-crime context manipulation, the neighborhood is described as having experienced “several robberies in the past two weeks.” In a low-crime context, the neighborhood is described as one that “rarely experiences theft or robbery.” In the second paragraph, the officer’s internal deliberation is framed by one of two legal standards embedded in the text: “Based on the man’s behavior and the high-crime context, the officer considers whether he has reasonable suspicion to search the man. He decides to search the man.” or “... whether he has probable cause to search the man. He decides to search the man.”

3.4. Procedure
The study is administered online via Qualtrics. After providing electronic informed consent and a legal background check, participants are randomly assigned to one of the eight conditions and read about the corresponding vignette. They then complete the measures in the following fixed order: (1) justification rating, (2) belief certainty threshold, (3) manipulation checks, (4) exploratory covariates, and (5) demographic questionnaire. Finally, all participants receive a comprehensive debriefing statement explaining the study’s purpose, the experimental manipulations, and the legal definitions of reasonable suspicion and probable cause.

4. Result: Descriptive analysis
The final sample included 299 valid participants ranging in age from 18 to 78 years old. Participants were primarily female (53%) and male (46%), with 1% preferring not to disclose gender. The sample was predominantly White (75.3%), followed by Black or African American (16.7%), Hispanic or Latino (7.7%), Asian (7.0%), and Native American (2.3%) participants. Most participants reported relatively high educational attainment, with 35.3% holding a bachelor’s degree and 13.7% holding a graduate or professional degree. Additionally, 15.3% of participants reported prior law enforcement experience. Political orientation varied across the sample, with 43.8% identifying as conservative (scores 1–3), 24.4% identifying as moderate (score 4), and 23.5% identifying as liberal (scores 5–7). An additional 8.4% chose not to reveal.

Table 1. Intercorrelations between key case variables

	Variable
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	1. Evidence type
	—
	
	
	
	
	

	2. Crime rate context
	.027
	—
	
	
	
	

	3. Legal standard
	.060
	.017
	—
	
	
	

	4. Justification
	.473**
	.155**
	.149**
	—
	
	

	5. Perceived guilty
	.483**
	.177**
	.139*
	.778**
	—
	

	6. Evidence finding likelihood
	.371**
	.204**
	.088
	.759**
	.854**
	—


Note: N = 300. * P < .05. ** P < .01.

Pearson correlation analyses were conducted to examine the relationships among the three experimental manipulations (evidence type, crime-rate context, and legal threshold) and the primary study variables, including perceived guilt, expected evidence discovery (likelihood), and search justification. The correlation matrix is presented in Table 1.
Evidence type demonstrated the strongest associations with the primary outcome variables. Participants exposed to direct evidence reported significantly higher levels of perceived guilt, r = .483, P < .001, greater expectations that incriminating evidence would be discovered during the search, r = .371, P < .001, and stronger perceptions that the officer’s search decision was justified, r = .473, P < .001. These moderate correlations provide preliminary support for the hypothesis that evidentiary quality serves as a central determinant of legal judgments.
Crime-rate context was also significantly associated with all three evaluative outcomes, although the magnitude of these relationships was notably smaller. Participants exposed to the high-crime context reported greater perceived guilt, r = .177, P = .002, stronger expectations of evidence discovery, r = .204, P < .001, and higher levels of search justification, r = .155, P = .007. These findings suggest that contextual crime information may influence legal evaluations, but to a substantially lesser extent than evidentiary information.
Similarly, legal threshold was positively associated with perceived guilt, r = .139, P = .016, and search justification, r = .149, P = .010. However, legal threshold was not significantly associated with expectations of evidence discovery, r = .088, P = .126. This pattern suggests that legal standards may shape evaluative judgments regarding guilt and procedural legitimacy without substantially altering expectations about the likelihood of discovering additional evidence.
Strong positive associations were observed among the three psychological judgment variables. Perceived guilt was highly correlated with expectations of evidence discovery, r = .854, P < .001, indicating that participants who believed the suspect was more likely to have committed a crime were also more likely to expect incriminating evidence to be uncovered. Perceived guilt was also strongly associated with search justification, r = .778, P < .001. Likewise, expectations of evidence discovery were strongly related to search justification, r = .759, P < .001. The magnitude of these relationships is consistent with the proposed theoretical account linking guilt judgments, evidence-discovery expectations, and evaluations of investigative justification.
Importantly, the three experimental manipulations were not significantly correlated with one another (all P > .30), confirming that the random assignment procedure successfully produced independent experimental conditions. This independence reduces concerns regarding multicollinearity among the manipulated variables and supports the validity of subsequent multivariate analyses (Table 2).

Table 2. Descriptive statistics for perceptions of police priorities and transparency

	Statistic
	Prioritize public safety when
deciding how to
act
	Provide a fast response
	Prioritize the crimes most
affecting your community
	Deal with everyone in the same way,
regardless of who they are
	Are open and transparent about the
decisions they make
	Deal effectively with violent crimes

	Mean
	2.19
	2.30
	2.31
	2.65
	2.48
	2.15

	Std. Error of Mean
	.055
	.053
	.059
	.082
	.079
	.062

	Median
	2.00
	2.00
	2.00
	2.00
	2.00
	2.00

	Minimum
	1
	1
	1
	1
	1
	1

	Maximum
	5
	5
	5
	5
	5
	5


Note: 1 = strongly agree, 5 = strongly disagree.

As a covariate, participants generally reported relatively positive perceptions of police engagement across all three measures (Table 3). Most participants indicated that police were “often” responsive to the local community (70.7%), maintained a visible policing presence (63.3%), and were available to individuals wishing to speak with an officer or staff member (63.7%). Mean ratings across the three items ranged from 1.77 to 1.83, suggesting overall favorable attitudes toward police-community engagement within the sample.

Table 3. Descriptive statistics for general perception on police engagement and presence

	Statistic
	Responsive to the local community
	Providing a visible policing presence
	Available to people who wish to speak to an officer or staff
member

	Mean
	1.83
	1.77
	1.80

	Std. Error of Mean
	.030
	.032
	.033

	Median
	2.00
	2.00
	2.00

	Minimum
	1
	1
	1

	Maximum
	3
	3
	3


Note: 1 = all the times, 3 = never.

Participants reported generally positive overall perceptions of the police across all six reverse-coded measures. Most respondents expressed strong agreement with statements reflecting favorable police performance, with “dealing effectively with violent crimes” (Mean = 2.15, SE = .062) and “prioritizing public safety when deciding how to act” (Mean = 2.19, SE = .055) showing the highest levels of endorsement (Table 4). In contrast, “dealing with everyone in the same way, regardless of who they are” received comparatively lower approval (Mean = 2.65, SE = .082). Across the six items, mean scores ranged from 2.15 to 2.65 (where lower scores indicate greater agreement), and the median remained consistently at 2.00 for all items. Overall, these results indicate generally favorable attitudes toward police performance within the sample.

Table 4. Descriptive statistics for belief of crime prevalence

	Statistic
	I believe that the overall crime rate in my area has
increased over the past year.
	I think official
crime statistics underestimate the actual level of crime.
	Media coverage makes me feel that crime is more
common than it actually is.
	I believe that most residents could
become victims of crime in the next year.
	I expect that serious crimes.

	Mean
	2.75
	3.21
	3.36
	2.45
	2.63

	Std. Error of Mean
	.060
	.059
	.062
	.055
	.059

	Median
	3.00
	3.00
	4.00
	2.00
	2.00

	Minimum
	1
	1
	1
	1
	1

	Maximum
	5
	5
	5
	5
	5


Note: 1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree.

Participants generally reported moderate to low perceptions of crime prevalence across the five measures (Figure 2). The highest level of agreement was observed for the statement “media coverage makes me feel that crime is more common than it actually is” (Mean = 3.36, SE = .062, Median = 4.00), followed by the belief that official statistics underestimate actual crime levels (Mean = 3.21, SE = .059). In contrast, participants expressed the lowest level of concern regarding personal or localized risk, with “I believe that most residents could become victims of crime in the next year” receiving the lowest agreement rating (Mean = 2.45, SE = .055, Median = 2.00). Across the five items, mean scores ranged from 2.45 to 3.36, indicating that while participants acknowledge structural and media-related influences on crime perception, their immediate concerns about local crime and personal victimization remain relatively low within the sample.
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Figure 2. Justification ratings

After adjusting for these covariates, the overall model remained significant, F(15, 283) = 9.261, P < .001, explaining 32.9% of the variance in justification ratings (R² = .329) (Figure 3). Evidence type continued to exert a strong and significant effect on justification judgments, F(1, 283) = 82.988, P < .001, ηp² = .227. Crime context also showed a significant main effect, F(1, 283) = 6.386, P = .012, ηp² = .022, whereas the main effect of legal standard was marginally significant, F(1, 283) = 3.364, P = .068, ηp² = .012.
None of the two-way or three-way interaction effects reached significance (all P > .50). Among the covariates, only attitudes toward police significantly predicted justification ratings, B = -5.522, SE = 1.971, t = -2.802, P = .005. The negative coefficient indicates that participants with less favorable attitudes toward police tended to view the officer’s search decision as less justified. All other covariates, including age, gender, race, education, political orientation, prior law-enforcement experience, and crime perception, were not significant predictors (all P > .05).
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Figure 3. Perceived guilt

For the certainty that the suspect committed a crime, the overall model still was significant, F(15, 283) = 12.398, P < .001, explaining 39.7% of the variance in certainty judgments (R² = .397, Adjusted R² = .365) (Figure 4). After controlling for the covariates, a strong main effect of evidence type emerged, F(1, 283) = 93.199, P < .001, ηp² = .248. Participants in the Evidence Type 1 condition reported certainty ratings that were, on average, 24.52 points higher than those in the reference condition (B = 24.515, SE = 5.845, P < .001). A significant main effect of crime context was also observed, F(1, 283) = 9.843, P = .002, ηp² = .034, indicating that perceptions of guilt were influenced by the surrounding crime environment. The main effect of legal standard was marginally significant, F(1, 283) = 3.448, P = .064, ηp² = .012. No significant two-way or three-way interactions were found among evidence type, crime context, and legal standard (all P > .80), suggesting that these factors independently influenced certainty judgments rather than combining in a multiplicative manner.
Several covariates were significantly associated with certainty ratings. Higher levels of education predicted lower certainty that the suspect had committed a crime (B = -1.995, SE = 0.891, P = .026), whereas greater political conservatism was associated with higher certainty ratings (B = 2.047, SE = 0.671, P = .003). Positive attitudes toward police significantly predicted certainty judgments (B = -6.599, SE = 1.631, P < .001), as did belief to higher crime prevalence (B = -4.307, SE = 2.040, P = .036). Age, gender, race, and prior law-enforcement experience were not significant predictors (all P > .05). Overall, evidence type remained the strongest predictor of perceived guilt certainty even after accounting for demographic characteristics and individual differences in crime- and police-related attitudes.
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Figure 4. Likelihood of finding evidence

For the likelihood of finding evidence, the overall model was significant, F(15, 283) = 7.684, P < .001, explaining 28.9% of the variance in participants’ likelihood judgments (R² = .289, Adjusted R² = .252). After adjusting for the covariates, a significant main effect of evidence type was observed, F(1, 283) = 47.238, P < .001, ηp² = .143. Consistent with the previous dependent variables, participants in the Evidence Type 1 condition reported significantly higher expectations that incriminating evidence would be discovered than those in the reference condition (B = 13.275, SE = 6.235, P = .034). A significant main effect of crime context also emerged, F(1, 283) = 13.417, P < .001, ηp² = .045, indicating that participants expected incriminating evidence to be found more often in higher-crime environments. In contrast, legal standard did not significantly influence likelihood judgments, F(1, 283) = 0.884, P = .348, ηp² = .003. None of the two-way interactions between evidence type, crime context, and legal standard, nor the three-way interaction, reached statistical significance (all P > .14), suggesting that these factors independently influenced participants’ expectations regarding evidence discovery.
Among the covariates, political orientation significantly predicted likelihood judgments, B = 2.031, SE = 0.716, P = .005, indicating that more conservative participants tended to report greater expectations that incriminating evidence would be found. Attitudes toward police also significantly predicted likelihood ratings, B = -4.431, SE = 1.740, P = .011. However, age, gender, race, education, prior law-enforcement experience, and attitudes toward crime were not significant predictors (all P > .05). Overall, evidence type remained the strongest predictor of anticipated evidence discovery, while crime context exerted a smaller but meaningful influence even after accounting for relevant demographic and attitudinal covariates (Table 5).

Table 5. Summary of regression and experimental effects for main predictors and covariates
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To evaluate the primary experimental manipulations, a series of three-way analyses of covariance (ANCOVAs) was conducted, simultaneously incorporating individual demographic and attitudinal variables as covariates (Table 6). Crucially, even after statistically controlling for these individual differences, the main effects of both Evidence Type and Crime Context remained highly significant across all three dependent variables (P < .001), whereas the Legal Standard manipulation and all higher-order interactions remained non-significant.
Beyond these experimental factors, several covariates emerged as systematic predictors of legal judgments. Specifically, general attitudes toward the police consistently and negatively predicted all outcomes; participants with more positive institutional trust required lower thresholds for justification (B = -5.52, P < .01) and held stronger confidence in guilt (B = -6.60, P < .001) and expected evidence discovery (B = -4.43, P < .05). Additionally, political orientation positively predicted guilt certainty (B = 2.05, P < .01) and expected evidence discovery (B = 2.03, P < .01), indicating that more conservative individuals aligned more closely with punitive outcomes. Conversely, higher education (B = -2.00, P < .05) and greater perceived crime prevalence (B = -4.31, P < .05) were associated with lower certainty regarding the suspect’s guilt. Interestingly, this effect was opposite to what might be expected from a simple punitive-orientation account. Individuals who perceived crime as more prevalent reported lower certainty that the suspect had committed a crime. This pattern suggests that while experimental framing strongly shapes immediate legal judgments, individuals’ baseline ideological and institutional trust orientations also systematically anchor their evaluations of police decision-making.

Table 6. Correlation matrix for all demographics, experimental manipulations, and perception variables

	Variable
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	10
	11
	12
	13
	14

	1. Evidence Type
	—
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	2. Crime-rate Context
	.027
	—
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	3. Legal Standard
	.060
	.017
	—
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	4. Justification
	.473**
	.155**
	.149**
	—
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	5. Perceived Guilty
	.483**
	.177**
	.139*
	.778**
	—
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	6. Evidence Finding Likelihood
	.371**
	.204**
	.088
	.759**
	.854**
	—
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	7. Crime Perception
	.002
	-.069
	-.024
	-.066
	-.146*
	-.118*
	—
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	8. Police Perception
	-.072
	-.013
	.049
	-.214**
	-.282**
	-.223**
	-.042
	—
	
	
	
	
	
	

	9. Education
	.039
	-.028
	-.140*
	-.087
	-.111
	-.073
	.097
	-.070
	—
	
	
	
	
	

	10. Political Orientation
	-.046
	-.024
	.040
	.160**
	.242**
	.227**
	-.198**
	-.316**
	-.069
	—
	
	
	
	

	11. Prior Law Experience
	.014
	-.073
	-.024
	-.057
	-.081
	-.101
	.098
	.061
	.016
	-.094
	—
	
	
	

	12. Age
	.076
	-.035
	.001
	.106
	.094
	.140*
	.066
	-.116*
	.102
	.090
	.063
	—
	
	

	13. Gender
	-.080
	.034
	-.047
	-.103
	-.077
	-.001
	-.162**
	.106
	.010
	-.104
	-.013
	.067
	—
	

	14. Race
	-.018
	-.051
	.042
	.089
	.051
	.115*
	.127*
	-.015
	-.083
	.171**
	-.072
	.256**
	-.049
	—


Note: N = 299. Diagonal dashes (—) represent the self-correlation of each variable. * P < .05. ** P < .01.

Additional correlational analyses were conducted to examine the role of crime perception. Crime perception was not significantly associated with the crime-rate manipulation, r = −.069, P = .235, indicating that participants’ preexisting beliefs about crime prevalence were largely independent of the experimental manipulation. This finding suggests that crime perception functioned as an individual-difference variable rather than as a manipulation check for the crime-rate condition.
Despite its lack of association with the experimental manipulation, crime perception was significantly related to perceived guilt, r = −.146, P = .012, and expectations of evidence discovery, r = −.118, P = .042. Participants reporting higher perceptions of crime prevalence exhibited lower certainty regarding the suspect’s guilt and lower expectations that incriminating evidence would be discovered. Crime perception, however, was not significantly associated with judgments of search justification, r = −.066, P = .257.
To examine the psychological mechanisms through which evidence type influenced evaluations of search justification, a sequential mediation model (PROCESS Model 6; Hayes, 2022) was estimated with perceived guilt as the first mediator and evidence discovery expectations as the second mediator (Figure 5). Crime-rate context, legal threshold, demographic variables, and attitudinal measures were included as covariates.
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Figure 5. Hayes processing model

The model revealed a significant direct effect of evidence type on search justification, B = 8.95, SE = 2.51, t(285) = 3.56, P < .001, 95% CI [4.00, 13.89]. Participants exposed to direct evidence judged the officer’s search decision as significantly more justified than participants exposed to circumstantial evidence, even after accounting for the mediating variables. Evidence type strongly predicted perceived guilt, B = 25.08, SE = 2.51, P < .001. In turn, perceived guilt significantly predicted both evidence discovery expectations, B = 0.86, SE = 0.04, P < .001, and search justification, B = 0.42, SE = 0.09, P < .001. Evidence discovery expectations also significantly predicted search justification, B = 0.45, SE = 0.08, P < .001. Notably, evidence type did not directly predict evidence discovery expectations once perceived guilt was included in the model, B = -2.55, P = .171, suggesting that the association between evidence type and evidence discovery expectations was largely accounted for by perceived guilt.
Bootstrap analyses based on 5,000 resamples indicated a significant total indirect effect of evidence type on search justification, B = 19.08, 95% CI [14.05, 24.50]. Examination of specific indirect pathways revealed two significant mediation effects. First, evidence type exerted an indirect effect on search justification through perceived guilt alone, B = 10.43, 95% CI [4.61, 16.32]. Second, a significant sequential indirect effect emerged through perceived guilt and evidence discovery expectations, B = 9.80, 95% CI [5.76, 14.88]. In contrast, the indirect pathway through evidence discovery expectations alone was not significant, B = -1.16, 95% CI [-2.71, 0.36].
Taken together, these findings are consistent with the proposed theoretical account linking evidence type, perceived guilt, evidence discovery expectations, and search justification. Participants exposed to direct evidence reported significantly higher levels of perceived guilt (B = 25.08, SE = 2.51, P < .001), and perceived guilt was positively associated with both evidence discovery expectations (B = 0.86, SE = 0.04, P < .001) and search justification (B = 0.42, SE = 0.09, P < .001). Evidence discovery expectations were likewise positively associated with search justification (B = 0.45, SE = 0.08, P < .001). The persistence of a significant direct effect of evidence type on search justification (B = 8.95, SE = 2.51, P < .001), together with significant indirect effects, indicates partial mediation. These findings suggest that perceptions of guilt and expectations of evidence discovery may represent important evaluative processes through which evidence type is related to judgments of search justification. Because the mediators and outcome variables were measured within a single survey session, the mediation findings should be interpreted as evidence consistent with the proposed psychological mechanism rather than definitive proof of temporal causal ordering.

5. Discussion
The present study investigated how evidence type, crime context, and legal standards influence public evaluations of police search decisions. Across three dependent variables—perceived search justification, perceived guilt certainty, and expected evidence discovery—evidence type emerged as the strongest and most consistent predictor. Participants exposed to direct evidence consistently evaluated the suspect as more likely guilty, expected a greater likelihood of discovering incriminating evidence, and viewed the officer’s search decision as more justified. Furthermore, the serial mediation analysis revealed that evidence type influenced justification judgments through a sequential cognitive process in which evidence shaped guilt perceptions, guilt perceptions shaped expectations regarding additional evidence, and these expectations ultimately influenced evaluations of police conduct. These findings suggest that public evaluations of legal decisions are shaped less by formal legal standards alone and more by how individuals interpret the causal meaning of available evidence.

5.1. Evidence type as the primary driver of legal judgment
The strongest finding of the present study is that evidence type played a central role in shaping legal evaluations. Direct evidence produced substantially stronger effects than crime context or legal standards across all outcomes, indicating that individuals place particular importance on information that establishes a clear causal connection between a suspect and a criminal act. This finding is consistent with attribution theory, which proposes that individuals seek causal explanations when evaluating social events and assigning responsibility [9]. Prior research has further demonstrated that stronger causal links increase perceptions of responsibility and blameworthiness, thereby influencing legal and moral judgments [26–27].
Importantly, the current findings extend previous research by demonstrating that causal evidence influences not only judgments of guilt but also perceptions of procedural legitimacy. Participants appeared to use evidence-based assessments of responsibility as a foundation for evaluating whether police intervention was appropriate. Consistent with procedural justice theory, evaluations of legal authority are shaped by perceptions of fairness and appropriateness rather than outcomes alone. Thus, the perceived strength of evidence may serve as a psychological bridge between information processing and normative judgments regarding the legitimacy of police searches.

5.2. Cognitive mechanisms underlying legal evaluation
The serial mediation findings provide insight into how individuals translate evidentiary information into legal judgments. Rather than directly determining whether a police search was justified, evidence type influenced evaluations through a structured inferential process. Specifically, direct evidence increased perceptions of a suspect’s guilt, which subsequently increased expectations that additional incriminating evidence would be discovered during a search. These expectations, in turn, contributed to stronger perceptions that the search was justified.
This pattern suggests that individuals may engage in a form of inferential confirmation when evaluating police decisions. Once a suspect is perceived as likely responsible for a crime, observers may become more inclined to expect the discovery of additional evidence and, consequently, view investigative actions as more reasonable and appropriate.
More broadly, the present findings indicate that legal judgments may be influenced not only by the evidence available at the time of a police decision but also by assumptions regarding what future investigation is likely to reveal. Individuals appear to construct coherent narratives that connect current evidence, inferred guilt, and anticipated evidentiary outcomes, rather than relying exclusively on objective assessments of the facts. Consequently, perceptions of search justification may reflect a broader psychological process of sense-making, in which expectations about future evidence become integrated into evaluations of procedural legitimacy.

5.3. The role of crime context in public judgment
Across the ANOVA models, the consistent pattern is that while evidence type and crime context both independently influenced legal evaluations, no significant interaction effects were observed. This suggests that participants did not integrate evidentiary and contextual information in a multiplicative or contingent manner. Instead, the effects of each factor appeared to operate in an additive fashion, with evidence type exerting a substantially stronger and more stable influence across outcomes.
The absence of interaction effects is theoretically informative. It indicates that individuals do not appear to dynamically adjust the weight of evidence based on contextual crime severity, nor do they reinterpret contextual cues in light of evidentiary strength. Rather, these factors seem to be processed in parallel but relatively independent evaluative channels. More broadly, the additive pattern observed here is consistent with research on legal judgment indicating that lay evaluations of guilt and procedural appropriateness are often dominated by salient, individuating evidence rather than contextual base-rate information. Although contextual cues such as crime rate may shift overall baseline perceptions of risk, they do not necessarily interact with diagnostic evidence in shaping final judgments. Instead, individuals appear to treat direct evidence as a privileged source of information that is relatively insensitive to contextual modulation.
This lack of interaction also has implications for how people construct legal judgments under uncertainty. Rather than engaging in fully integrated Bayesian-style updating across multiple sources of information, individuals may adopt a quasi-sequential evaluation strategy in which evidentiary information is given primary diagnostic weight, and contextual information functions as a secondary adjustment that shifts overall perception but does not alter the interpretation of core evidence.

5.4. Limited influence of legal standards on lay judgment
The present study also examined whether different legal standards influenced public evaluations. Although legal standards produced some influence on judgments of justification and guilt certainty, their effects were weaker compared with evidence-based information. Additionally, legal standards did not significantly influence expectations regarding whether incriminating evidence would be discovered.
These findings suggest that laypeople may recognize broad differences between legal concepts but do not necessarily apply formal legal reasoning when evaluating police decisions. Instead, individuals may rely on intuitive assessments of evidence strength and perceived responsibility. Because legal standards such as reasonable suspicion and probable cause require nuanced probabilistic reasoning, they may be interpreted through everyday cognitive frameworks rather than through strict legal definitions.
This finding contributes to research examining the gap between legal reasoning and public judgment. Although legal systems rely on carefully defined evidentiary thresholds, public evaluations of legal decisions may depend more heavily on psychological impressions of causality, responsibility, and risk.

5.5. Individual differences in legal evaluation
Beyond experimental manipulations, individual differences also contributed meaningfully to legal evaluations. Attitudes toward police consistently predicted judgments of search legitimacy, suggesting that broader institutional trust shapes how individuals interpret and evaluate police conduct. Participants with more favorable views of police authority were more likely to perceive searches as justified and expressed greater confidence in both guilt judgments and expectations of discovering incriminating evidence.
Political orientation also emerged as a significant predictor of some outcomes, with more conservative participants reporting higher certainty of guilt and stronger expectations that additional incriminating evidence would be found. Together, these findings indicate that legal judgments are not solely determined by situational evidence but are also systematically influenced by preexisting belief systems regarding authority, crime, and social order.
This pattern is consistent with research on motivated reasoning, which suggests that individuals interpret ambiguous information in ways that align with their prior attitudes and ideological commitments [28]. In legal contexts, such predispositions may function as interpretive frameworks that shape how evidentiary information is perceived, particularly when the available information requires subjective inference.

5.6. Practical implications
The present findings have important implications for understanding public perceptions of policing and legal decision-making. The dominant role of evidence type suggests that individuals place primary weight on diagnostic, causally informative evidence when forming legal judgments. This indicates that improving public understanding of evidentiary standards may require explicitly distinguishing between evidence that directly establishes responsibility and information that merely signals situational suspicion without identifying individual culpability.
At the same time, the observed influence of crime context suggests that environmental cues can still shape baseline perceptions of risk and police legitimacy, even when they provide limited diagnostic value regarding individual responsibility. For legal communication and public education, these findings underscore the importance of improving “evidence literacy,” or the ability to differentiate between causal, individuating evidence and broader contextual information. Without such conceptual clarity, individuals may default to intuitive judgments driven by perceived risk or situational suspicion rather than systematically evaluating the evidentiary link between a suspect and alleged wrongdoing.

6. Conclusion
The present study demonstrates that public evaluations of police searches are shaped primarily by perceptions of evidentiary strength and causal responsibility. Direct evidence influences judgments through a sequential psychological process in which individuals infer guilt, anticipate additional evidence, and evaluate investigative actions as justified. Although crime context and legal standards contribute to legal evaluations, their influence is comparatively limited. Overall, the findings reveal that public legal judgments are not determined solely by formal rules but are deeply influenced by cognitive processes involving attribution, inference, and interpretation of evidence.
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