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For my mother and brother




Introduction

It was around Christmas time some years ago, when someone very close to me, let’s call him Caleb, returned home early from work clearly in shock. He slowly and haltingly recounted what had happened when he arrived at his shift that morning: the police had been waiting for him. They took him into a room and without any warning, one of the police officers told him bluntly that his girlfriend was dead and asked him: ‘What do you know about it?’

Caleb and his girlfriend had met at work. They were both in their early twenties and they had begun seeing each other a few months after first meeting. She’d had a previous boyfriend; they had been engaged but she had broken it off. By the time she met Caleb she had moved out of the flat she had shared with her ex-fiancé.

Just before Christmas, Caleb and his girlfriend went out after work for an evening meal together. Quietly, she confided in him how scared she was of her ex-fiancé. He was violent, manipulative and possessive. After she had broken off their engagement, she’d had to leave the small flat they shared even though it was hers. She was happy to be out of such an abusive relationship, but her happiness was mixed with fear that her ex would find out she was dating someone new and cause problems. She and Caleb agreed that they would not meet up in her home town where her ex lived, which was about half an hour’s drive away, so as not to risk running into him.

It was dark by the time they finished their meal and Caleb walked her back to her car which was parked outside their workplace. Standing by her car, they chatted and hugged and he gave her a present. She wanted to give Caleb a lift home, but he wouldn’t let her: it was late, so he told her to get home safe, he was fine to walk home and he would see her in the morning at their shift. They kissed goodbye, she got in her car and Caleb watched as she drove away.

He would never see her again.

Neither she nor Caleb saw the man hiding in the back of her car. Her ex-fiancé had followed her to work, broken into her car, and waited for her. He saw Caleb and her together, he saw the present, he saw them kiss. He waited until she had driven far enough away, before creeping out of the back and forcing her to drive to the flat they had once shared together. As soon as he got her inside the flat, he brutally attacked her. Using a weapon, he repeatedly hit her until she was unconscious, bleeding and barely alive. Then he calmly swallowed a box of paracetamol and phoned for an ambulance.

When the medics and police arrived, Caleb’s girlfriend was dead. Her ex lied to them, saying it had been a suicide pact gone wrong. He was taken to hospital and treated for his overdose. He survived.

Unbelievably, the police pursued their investigation into the circumstances of her death as a suicide pact. As part of their procedure, they wanted to speak to her work colleagues, including Caleb, to see if she’d had any reason to want to end her life. Caleb’s evidence of what she had revealed about her ex-fiancé forced the police to pursue a murder charge against her killer instead. At the trial, it was Caleb’s word against the ex-fiancé’s. The trial ended with a murder conviction. Sentenced to life in prison, this abusive man nearly got away with murdering a young woman by telling a simple lie.

Sometimes we don’t realise the moments in our lives that set us on a particular path to our future selves. I often think it was this moment – learning that the police could believe such an outrageous lie that would allow a killer to get away with murder – that set me on the path to study language and linguistics.

For over twenty years, I have been researching and lecturing in linguistics. Linguists study language, although we are commonly misunderstood to be speakers of many languages: polyglots. What linguists in fact do is uncover and investigate the mysteries of language; we search for the unconscious knowledge that humans have about the way we communicate. We analyse language so we can offer insight into the human mind. We investigate how languages are organised, how they are structured and how they are used. We analyse the sounds, the words and the sentences, their meanings, patterns and combinations, along with how we all physically produce language, and how we and others perceive or understand language. It is a fascinating field that intersects with almost every other discipline such as psychology, sociology, anthropology and history.

My research covers quite a few areas and one of these is deceptive language use. This focuses on analysing the language use of speakers who claim they are someone else. My research into these claims covers the fields of forensic linguistics (language and the law),1 conversation analysis (social interaction) and pragmatics (language in use) in order to analyse the language of these speakers to find out if they really are who they say they are.

The language that we all use exposes so much about us, including that which we think we can hide – like the truth or who we really are.

Let me explain this a bit more for you. As soon as someone speaks, we might identify that person’s educational and economic background, their social class, or their place of upbringing. This ability to detect the hidden significance of language comes naturally to us all. We are hard-wired and attuned to identify so much about a person just from the way they speak.

It is not only a speaker’s socio-economic status that is revealed in their language use, however, but also things like specific personality types, mood and psychiatric disorders. Different personality types use language in different ways.2 For example, individuals who have a neurotic personality display high emotional reactivity, whereby small things trigger an extreme reaction. These individuals will display moody behaviour and are more likely to be anxious, angry, frustrated, envious and depressive. Their language will use high-immediacy words such as first-person pronouns (I, my), and will contain more negative emotion words (futile, low, worry, sad), rather than positive emotion words (grateful, happy, hopeful, amused). Their particular language use is because neurotic personality types are worriers who are self-preoccupied. This focus on their self is mapped to their language use with their high use of first-person pronouns, and their worrying is evidenced in their use of more negative emotion words.

People who have a clear self-absorbed focus are considered to have a narcissistic personality and might be assumed to use the first-person pronoun (I) much more than people without this personality trait. However, this is an assumption likely based upon others’ perception of narcissists.3 In fact, high occurrences of first-person pronoun use are found in depressed, as opposed to non-depressed, individuals. Just like neurotics, this high occurrence is probably due to the self-focus that those with depression also have. This type of language use can be a diagnostic tool. The rate of occurrence of first-person pronouns in the speech of individuals appears to be a better indicator of depression than the use or occurrence of negative emotion words.4

So linguistic analysis of language can identify patterns in the speech of people with different types of personality, and in individuals with certain psychiatric conditions such as schizophrenia. In these individuals, it appears that there is a higher use of third-person pronouns (he, she, they) and fewer first-person singular pronouns (I) than individuals presenting with mood disorders.5 The higher use of the third-person pronouns is suggested as being due to a decreased focus on the self, or that typically in schizophrenia the self is considered as the ‘other’, which is the third person. What is remarkable is that language can reveal an individual’s focus and this appears to be a strong factor in determining a higher use of particular pronouns.

As language use can be a tool to support the diagnosis of specific personality types and disorders, along with revealing age, gender and even identity, we should therefore expect that language can reveal the difference between truth-tellers and liars as well. And this is exactly what we do find.

The evidence presented in this book is drawn from scientific studies from linguistics and psychology into the verbal cues of deception. Many of these studies use experimental methods such as constructing an artificial scenario where participants engage in some form of deception or lying task. These tasks allow the researchers to identify particular forms of language use that arise more commonly when the participants are being untruthful or deceitful. Other studies have used an alternative method to approach the discovery of linguistic cues to deception: examining a corpus of spoken language. The corpus studies have collected data from naturally occurring language to identify higher occurrences of certain linguistic forms (words, grammar, paraverbal) which arise in the language of liars. Some of these corpus studies are inspired by the results of the experimental methods studies and support the findings of the artificial scenarios with real-life data.

Throughout this book, the results of the studies are presented and illustrated with narratives which exemplify the use of particular linguistic cues to lying and deceit. Many of these narratives, accounts, transcripts, dialogues, interviews and stories are taken from documented real-life cases I have drawn together from many hours of video, audio and transcript analysis of speakers who are being deceptive – including some well-known ones. The cases presented throughout the book have been transcribed to detail where any pauses or fillers such as ‘um’ or ‘er’ appear in the speakers’ language. I have used a form of transcription which includes three-point ellipses to show when the speakers have paused. When the pauses are of a longer length I have also shown this with [pause] and with specifying the timing. There are a few cases where fillers are used by speakers who do not pause before or after using them, and so no ellipsis is included. These speakers’ deception and lying is confirmed by their conviction of a crime, evidence or confession. I have also included a few from my own experience in encountering liars as well.

Many of the cases presented come from situations of ‘high-stakes’ lying. This is where a liar can face serious risk if their lies are not believed, such as in cases of murder, robbery, adultery and fraud. These instances offer you a clear insight into how a lying speaker uses certain types of language (whether consciously or unconsciously) which give research-backed indications that what they are saying is likely to be untrue in some way.

We will also look at examples of more ‘low-stakes’ lying and deception, such as those from work colleagues, partners, politicians and journalists. These are more everyday instances where the risks to the liar are not that serious and there is reduced harm in their lies being believed. The linguistic cues to deception in these cases can sometimes be harder to detect than our high-stakes liars, although with researchers collecting more naturalistic language data from spontaneous speech and discourse, our understanding of verbal lie detection in these everyday cases will increase.

There are many types of lies, and there are many variations on their strength and the intent behind them. Lies can be separated into fibs (little lies) and whoppers (big lies). We can specify the impact that certain lies have on others – to libel someone may be worse than to mislead them, but to slander someone is pretty bad. The English language can specify the size of a lie, whether the lie has malicious intent or implications, whether the lie is told to manipulate someone, and even whether the lie is a criminal offence (perjury). Differentiating between lies is very important. When we depart from the truth, we need words to show how we have departed from the truth, to what extent we have departed from it and the importance or gravity that the lie has on someone, a situation or something. In English, the reason we have such a high number of words for lying is because all these variations are necessary to serve our communicative needs. We need to be able to make a distinction between the size, intent and damage that lie behind lies. From fibs to whoppers, scams to hoaxes, fabrications to libel, we will look at the range of lying in this book.

Generally, lies can be categorised into two major groups – lies of omission where a speaker is being deceptive by leaving information out of what they are saying (this is why the law insists on ‘the whole truth’), and lies of commission where a speaker is lying by presenting information as true when it is not. Throughout the book, we will consider how language is used for both categories of lies, along with a third type of lying: when speakers lie by telling the truth. We won’t be considering why speakers lie or the psychology behind lying, but will focus solely on how lies can be revealed or indicated by the things people say and how they say them. I will use the terms ‘lying’ and ‘deception’ interchangeably throughout, for speakers who are imparting false information or concealing the truth.

As we concentrate purely on revealing lies in spoken language, we will leave aside discussions on non-verbal behaviour such as gestures and body language. Even though they have communicative relevance alongside language, as apparent indicators of deception these non-verbal cues may already be familiar to many of us and there is an abundance of deception detection literature on them. This is despite non-verbal cues not being that helpful in identifying lies6 and the fact that some of these cues are actually false. For example, it is generally accepted, even across cultures,7 that liars won’t look you in the eye, but we know from scientific research that liars are very good at doing just that.8 Similarly, assessments of the right or left/up or down direction of someone’s eyes when they are speaking is also a fallacy in detecting lies.9

When speakers lie, their internal thoughts and emotions are displayed in their language.10 The act of lying puts the speaker under mental stress; they must suppress the truth, invent the lie and also monitor how the lie is being assessed by whoever they are speaking to, while also monitoring their own behaviour and remembering what they have said. This increases something called the cognitive load – the amount of mental resources used in working memory (our cognitive system that temporarily stores information). Liars may also experience heightened emotional arousal – fear of being detected, or satisfaction with not being detected. The increases in cognitive load and emotion reveal themselves in a speaker’s language and make the cues to their deceit more discernible.

We will also only focus on lying and deception in spoken language rather than written (letters, emails, texts etc.), as written language can be constructed, edited and revised. Moreover, spoken lies tend to use different language than written lies. This is not only due to the interactive and contextual setting of spoken lies, but also because the communicative channel is oral and aural (mouth and ears) rather than visual and motor (eyes and hands), as with written language. We are all familiar with, or have experience of, sending an email or text communication that is misinterpreted by the receiver. This is primarily because some features of language termed ‘paraverbal’ or ‘non-lexical’ are not encoded in our written communication. Paraverbal information encodes our tone, pitch and voice quality (along with other signals), and this information carries how something is said, rather than what is said. We all know, for example, that a tone of voice can radically alter the meaning of what someone says, and so without this information, so much of what we write, especially in new media channels, can be misconstrued. Hence the rise of emojis.

Another way that spoken and written language use is different is that the use of lexical (nouns, verbs, adjectives) and grammatical (tense, pronouns, prepositions) words varies between these forms of communication. For example, when we speak we present something that happened as a process using verbs, whereas when we write, we present what happened as products by the use of something called nominalisation.11 This is where verbs or adjectives are converted to nouns, so we are more likely to say: ‘I admire him,’ but more likely to write: ‘He has my admiration.’ Written language in the form of statements and reports has a more formal style than spoken, and with the common use of word-processing programmes and now with AI, written language can be constructed, corrected, revised and edited before it is read by the receiver. As spoken language is immediate and spontaneous, self-corrections are heard by the listener and can be noted. In an email exchange, both communicators have time in which to prepare their responses, making language use more planned and considered, whereas this planning has a shorter duration in more instantaneous direct face-to-face communication – spoken in real time.

These examples show how language use differs between spoken and written communication. There are also differences of deceptive language use found in speech and writing that should be analysed separately, otherwise they will give contradictory indications. For instance, recent research has started to look at how deceptive content can be recognised when people communicate by text messages. This research reveals that women will use longer messages when they are being deceptive, although there is no difference in the length of true or deceptive messages sent by men. This study also found that there was a higher use of first-person pronouns than second-person ones in deceptive text messages.12 However, in particular cases a lower use of first-person pronouns is one of the major indications of deceptive spoken language. We will therefore concentrate on the things that people say and how they say them.

We will start our linguistic lie detection in Chapter 1 by looking at the words speakers use when they lie, or the words they should be using if they were telling the truth. We then move to Chapter 2, where certain grammatical and structural indications of lying can be revealed.

Chapter 3 focuses on the many forms of paraverbal information – the way we talk, such as voice pitch, voice quality and pauses, that can all be used to help detect whether a speaker is lying. And let’s not forget that in spoken language, lies are usually told to someone in some form of social setting (at work, at home, during an interview or meeting). This means that in any analysis of language use we also need to consider the setting in which a lie is being told, and how language can be adapted, adjusted or changed depending upon where we are and who we are talking to. The importance of your role as the listener or conversational partner in detecting deception is discussed in Chapter 4.

My wish is that as a result of my sharing all this knowledge with you, you may be able to protect yourself and others from the damage that lies can do. Perhaps you already suspect you are being lied to? Perhaps you have suffered from someone’s lies? Hopefully not as extreme as the personal case I told you about earlier, but you may have a partner who is difficult to trust, a colleague at work who fibs, a teenager who fabricates, a business partner who deceives, an employee/client/customer/patient who pretends, or a tenant or landlord who lies. I think many of us have. Maybe you have suffered from a stranger’s lies, the careless driver, the bad tradesperson, the misleading seller/buyer, the devious professional, the fake Tinder date, the less-than-honest Airbnb guest/host. Perhaps you need to detect deception as part of your work; you might be a teacher, a government official, a police officer, a doctor or nurse, an insurance investigator, a lawyer, or of course a judge; you may work in recruitment, education, the media, or any other area where assessing the truth of what you are told is crucial. Maybe your livelihood or reputation could be damaged or ruined by liars; you are vulnerable to lies if you provide a service to strangers – restaurant owners, pub landlords, hoteliers and holiday companies all encounter those fake reviewers, those fabricated stomach bugs. Lies affect all of us, in many ways.

Linguistic lie detection is a new and exciting field of research. We now know so much more about the indications of deceit and lies that have been hiding in a speaker’s language all this time. The verbal indications presented to you in this book will help you understand more about the nature of how spoken language can give a liar away when they are lying or deceiving so that you can uncover the liar in your own life.

Oh, and if you’re reading this because you want to learn how to hide your lies – bad luck! It’s actually quite impossible.




CHAPTER 1

Words: How to detect lexical lies

Let’s start our exploration into linguistic lie detection with that most obvious element of any language – words. Commonly, words are considered to be basic units of language that carry meaning, so everything you are reading right now can be considered a word. However, to a linguist it’s a bit more complicated and there is an ongoing debate on the definition of what a word is. Mainly this is because across languages, words come in all different shapes and sizes. Even though my field of linguistics finds the concept of what a word is a bit tricky to define, we will keep things simple and look at those words in this chapter which can be categorised as nouns, verbs, adjectives and adverbs. These are the big content or lexical words rather than smaller grammatical words which we will look at in the next chapter.

Not naming names

People generally think that linguists analyse everything that others say – friends, family, colleagues, and anyone else that we come into contact with on a day-to-day basis. The truth is we don’t. We would never have a conversation with anyone if we were constantly analysing their language. But there are many times when someone says something, which immediately switches us into language analysis mode.

One time, I was at home with the television on but not paying much attention, when a news story came on about a missing young girl. The girl’s parents were being interviewed about the circumstances surrounding their daughter’s disappearance














	Caller A:	‘My daughter’s husband … um … my son-in-law … um got in a fight with my daughter. I intervened and I think he’s in bad shape. We need help.’2

	Caller B:	‘My my er son’s friend is staying with us. Er this morning I tried to wake both of them up but the girl didn’t wake up.’3









There’s little sense in lies













	Visual:	‘I glanced over my shoulder and saw he had a gun.’

	Auditive:	‘The bar was so noisy, we had to shout.’

	Gustative:	‘I knew my mouth was bleeding as I could taste metal.’

	Tactile:	‘His hands were cold and rough.’

	Olfactive:	‘His breath smelt of cigarettes and beer.’

	Interoception:	‘My heart was beating so loudly.’

	Proprioception:	‘I was hunched over; it made me feel dizzy.’






















The truth is a bit more abstract
































The truth about profanities










	Interrogator:	‘I ask you once again … were you involved in the burglary in the Havenstreet last month?’

	Suspect:	‘No, God damn it. As I have stated ten times, I have nothing to do with that. What is this all about? I have been here in this shitty room for almost two hours now. I want to go home, or I want to be allowed to talk to my attorney. What a fucking mess.’












It wasn’t me

















Repetition, repetition, repetition


















Specifically lies






	Interviewer:	‘On the CCTV footage from London, you walk in those now famous coats and sneakers in Salisbury. Are these people you?’

	Both spies:	‘Yeah, that’s us.’

	Interviewer:	‘What were you doing there?’

	Spy 1:	‘Our friends had been suggesting for a long time that we visit this wonderful town [Salisbury].’

	Spy 2:	‘There’s this famous Salisbury Cathedral, famous not only in Europe but in the whole world. It’s famous for its 123-metre spire, it’s famous for its clock – one of the first ever created in the world still working.’42








	Call 1:	‘Hi, er I just I just killed my dad. He wouldn’t give me my Xanax. I have an AK-47 and I just shot him in the face because he wouldn’t give me my Xanax.’46

	Call 2 [a dispatcher explains what the caller said]:	‘It looks like our male caller says he shot his girlfriend in the head with a 9 millimetre. He also said he tied his young daughter up in the bathroom. He’s debating if he wants to kill her.’47

	Call 3:	‘In the chest, my dad has a licensed AR-15 in the closet and I took it out and I shot her.’48






Don’t believe, believe
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