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1 Introduction 

Recently, a growing body of research within the legal 

system focuses on how different non-legal factors 

impact judicial decision-making. To ensure fair trials 

and prevent unjust outcomes, it is essential to identify 

the cognitive biases that commonly influence these 

decisions. 

My project is a literature review on the influence of 

cognitive biases in judicial decision-making. 

Specifically, I examine four types of extralegal factors—

gender, physical appearance, socioeconomic status, and 

ethnicity—and analyse how they influence outcomes for 

defendants in criminal law cases. Although several 

studies have examined the role of the aforementioned 

decision-making biases, current results are inconsistent. 

2 Methods 

To address these inconsistencies, a narrative literature 

review was conducted between April 27 and May 5. The 

review involved systematic searches using various 

combinations of keywords, such as: “gender bias”, 

“ethnicity bias”, “physical appearance”, “socioeconomic 

status” AND (“legal context” OR “judicial decision-

making”). Searches were carried out in the databases 

Springer Nature Link, Wiley Online Library, 

ScienceDirect, and Taylor & Francis Online. No 

restrictions were applied regarding the publication date of 

the included studies.  

3 Results 

The majority of research shows that defendants who are 

less physically attractive (Rice et al., 2020) or have 

lower socioeconomic status (Coelho et al., 2025) are 

usually found guilty more frequently or get higher 

sentences. Similarly, belonging to marginalised racial or 

ethnic minorities is also linked to higher sentences, 

especially when combined with low socioeconomic 

status (Willis-Esqueda et al., 2008).  

However, the role of gender seems to be more complex. 

While some studies indicate that female defendants 

receive more lenient sentences, other studies suggest that 

defendant's gender does not have a role in judicial 

decision-making, whereas some analyses point out that 

women with criminal history may get higher sentences 

than male defendants with similar criminal history (for a 

review, see Livingston et al., 2019).  

 

Moreover, another noteworthy observation emerged from 

the literature review. Most studies focus primarily on 

determining whether the aforementioned extralegal 

factors influence judicial decision-making, rather than 

examining the nature of this influence. In particular, few 

studies investigate how these effects occur, and only a 

limited number of studies explore whether such biases 

affect judicial outcomes directly or indirectly through 

mediating factors.  

Consequently, it remains largely unclear whether factors 

such as socioeconomic status exert an independent 

influence on judicial decision-making or whether their 

effects are mediated by related characteristics, such as 

behaviour or communication style. Future research should 

therefore place greater emphasis on examining the 

processes and mediating factors underlying these 

relationships. 

4 Discussion 

The present narrative literature review demonstrates that 

judicial decision-making is not immune to cognitive 

biases and that their impact is complex. Therefore, more 

research in the field is needed, especially within judicial 

systems where these biases have not been systematically 

investigated. 
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