MECHANICAL SYSTEMS

The Identikit


The need for a uniform system that could reproduce facial resemblance without the intervention of a skilled police artist was recognised by Hugh MacDonald, a Californian police officer, who introduced a device called the Identikit in 1959. The original Identikit consisted of some 568 drawings of different facial features: chins; eyebrows; eyes; hairstyles; lips, and noses reproduced on transparent acetate sheets. MacDonald advocated that witnesses be asked to provide a verbal description of each feature in turn. The operator would then select the acetate foil that best fitted the description and the foils superimposed to yield a composite face…..

………No systematic investigation seems to have been undertaken of the level of accuracy achievable by the system or of its operational effectiveness, although there are striking stories of isolated successes both in the USA and the UK.

One perceived weakness of the original Identikit was the absence of realism in the monochrome drawings. Subsequent research has shown that the naming of even famous faces from simple line drawings is very poor. It is necessary to add the depth cues and shading normally present in photographs before such drawings are readily identified.

There is also the danger that viewing approximate likenesses may interfere with memory for the original face. Moreover, a skilled police artist can outperform all current systems that have been evaluated so far [and this includes E-Fit]
Neither the witnesses themselves nor the operators are effective in estimating when a likeness is likely to prove to be of good or poor quality. A good likeness appears to depend upon an elusive combination of a face whose features may be readily reproduced; an observant and articulate witness, and a skilled operator who knows how to ask the right questions.

