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INTRODUCTION


You were most likely attracted to this book because you are intrigued by the concept of knowing when someone is telling you the truth and when they are not, or you have unknowingly been lied to in the past and want to protect yourself against deception in the future. This book will assist you with both.


When I first began researching the subject of lie detection years ago, I realised that there were many high-level academic papers and textbooks on the subject, but no credible and easy-to-read guides offering knowledge and skills that could be put straight into practice – so I decided to write one.


If you are looking for a psychological edge when cutting a business deal, negotiating an outcome, interacting with people or even making a purchase, then this book is for you. Lie detection does not have to be a sinister practice. You will find there are some fun and interesting exercises within these pages. Challenge your friends and family – can they get away with lying to you?


In addition to having over 22 years of experience with the Australian Federal Police, as a Detective Superintendent leading national operations in counterterrorism, intelligence and covert operations, I have spent many hundreds of hours researching the theoretical work of some of the world’s finest academics on this subject. The combination of theoretical knowledge and practical experience has enabled me to consolidate all the relevant information into a very practical book, which will quickly set you on the path to becoming a Human Lie Detector. Studies have shown that with training and practise most people can rapidly increase their success at detecting lies.1 This book will do this for you.


If your time is limited and you just want to get started, I have designed this book so you can bypass Part One: Understanding Lies and go straight to the practical section, Part Two: Detecting Lies. If you decide to start with the practical section, I recommend that, as you are practising what you have read in Part Two – you make the time to read Part One, as it will provide you with a greater understanding of deception.


Knowing the difference between when people lie to you and when they are telling the truth is a vital human skill for the 21st century. Regardless of your age, gender or background, this book will equip you with tools you need to become an effective Human Lie Detector. Happy hunting!
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Part One


Understanding lies
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THE NATURE OF LYING


Mendacity, fib, porky, falsehood, whopper, yarn – I’ve even heard it politely referred to by an American presidential candidate as having ‘misspoke’. I’m not sure that’s even a word – perhaps it was a lie. Regardless of the title or the context within which it occurs, we all have an opinion on what a lie is and there are a multitude of different descriptions for the act of lying. In my opinion, a lie is a physical act or verbal statement or omission, deliberately designed to deceive another of the truth. For example, a person could lie physically, as a shoplifter does, when projecting the ‘physical’ impression to store security of an honest shopper, while secretly removing goods from the shelves. Verbally, a person may attempt to deceive another person by saying, or not saying, particular words. Both examples are designed to deceive another of the truth.


Most people would agree that lying is an act of dishonesty, and it is this negative connotation that leads most people, when asked, to say they very rarely lie. In almost all cases, this is incorrect. There have been many independent academic studies on the frequency of lying in society. Some have revealed that we lie as little as twice a day (only 730 times a year!), whereas more recent research shows on average people lie three times in every 10 minutes of conversation.2 Robert Feldman’s research found some middle ground when he conducted a study at the University of Massachusetts, which found that 60 per cent of the people he researched lied at least once every 10 minutes during conversation.3 To most people these are surprising statistics, verging on unbelievable. This is understandable considering that one of the most offensive things a person can be called by another is – a liar. The fact remains, however, that studies conducted across a variety of societal groups and cultures have revealed that, while the frequency of lying may differ from study to study, lying is a universal and everyday event.


When people first hear this they disagree – and I admit that initially it sounds quite shocking. It is only through understanding the very nature of lying that these statistics make sense and we can more readily accept that lying is a very normal part of human interaction. Once you understand the nature of lying, and can identify that someone has lied to you, you will be able to calculate the motivation behind why the person lied.


Broadly speaking there are two categories of lies: Self-Focused and Other-Focused. Self-Focused Lies are told to help the person telling the lie, whereas Other-Focused Lies are told to help another person. We’ll examine the Other-Focused Lies first as these are usually innocuous and are rarely hurtful or threatening. On the other hand, Self-Focused Lies do have the very real potential to have a detrimental effect upon the people they are told to. That being the case, after a short discussion on the nature of Other-Focused Lies, the remainder of the book will examine in detail Self-Focused Lies and how you can detect them.


Other-Focused Lies


Other-Focused Lies are as the name suggests, lies that are focused upon another person. They are usually told with a good intention by the deceiver and in most cases, if the truth is discovered it is not overly hurtful to the person who was lied to. These lies are sometimes referred to as white lies or good-will lies and the motivation for telling them is to benefit or protect another person in some way.


For example, you may meet a good friend you have not seen for many years and say, ‘You’ve barely changed since we last met.’ When in fact the person could be carrying a lot more weight, have more grey hair and have aged significantly more than you expected. Regardless, this person is a good friend and it’s good to see them, why should this be spoiled by coldly stating your real observations, ‘Gee you’ve put on weight, your hair’s definitely grey and thinning, and boy, you’re looking old. Still it’s good to see you.’? It might be the last time you see them – we don’t always expect or want the truth.


Similarly, a friend or colleague of yours had been very ill and you are shocked at how much weight they have lost and how pale their skin is when you meet them. Despite these observations, you may feel as though the person needs a lift and tell one of the Other-Focused Lies by giving them a compliment on how they look. Both of these examples are lies, Other-Focused Lies, but – told for good reasons.


Other examples may include a father’s feigned delight at receiving yet another set of socks on Father’s Day or, the mother who thanks her four year old daughter for the tasty honey and sardine sandwich she made for her lunch.


Some example questions that may automatically evoke an Other-Focused Lie, for the benefit of the person asking the question:


• ‘Does my bum look big in this?’


• ‘Do you like my new shoes?’


• ‘Do you think I’ve put on weight?’


Other-Focused Lies are also automatically told in response to questions we are most frequently asked such as, ‘How are you?’; ‘How have you been?’; ‘How’s the family?’ On nearly all occasions when this question is asked, the response is an automated and positive Other-Focused Lie: ‘Fine’; ‘Not bad’; ‘Good’. When this question is posed, unless it is a genuine welfare check, the person who is asking the question does not expect or want a fully detailed and accurate response. Consider a situation where two work colleagues pass each other in the office foyer. One says to the other, ‘Hi, how have you been – how’s the family?’ Imagine a totally honest response, ‘I’m all right, though I have a bit of a headache and these shoes are killing me. I keep worrying about the argument I had with my partner this morning, we seem to be drifting apart these days. Peter is doing well at school but he never seems to clean his room and it really annoys me.’


Clearly, this question was asked as a polite symbolic statement to the other, to demonstrate that they are interested in them as a person; though not interested enough to hear all the details, nor would the responder wish to share these details for reasons of privacy or not wanting to burden the other person with these problems. These types of questions are commonplace in most cultures and are usually responded to in the same positive and automated way.


Other-Focused Lies need not always be superficial or simply aligned with social etiquette nor are they always practised among friends or colleagues. Other-Focused Lies can also involve a significant degree of deception between total strangers, sometimes necessarily so. For example, consider a situation where a person witnesses a distressed wife fleeing her house and seeking refuge from her enraged husband in a neighbour’s house. If questioned by the husband, it would be reasonable to expect the witness to tell an Other-Focused Lie to protect the wife, e.g. ‘I think she ran that way’ indicating a false direction to the husband or denying seeing anything. The witness may not know any of the parties involved with the situation, however the principle of the Other-Focused Lie remains; a lie told for the benefit of, or to protect, another person – in this case the wife.


Society allows and in fact expects these types of lies to be told as a part of our normal human interaction. This category of lie is the lubricant that keeps the wheels of social interaction turning smoothly, avoiding any unnecessary friction. Despite the usual ‘good will’ motivating a person to tell an Other-Focused Lie, it remains most definitely a lie, as they are deliberately designed to deceive another of the truth. However, it’s very hard to criticise someone who tells this type of lie, in fact there is an expectation that most within society will do so.


Take a moment now to reflect upon the statistics in respect to the high frequency of lying that was stated earlier – is lying once in every 10 minutes of conversation still so surprising? If you really want to test these statistics yourself, I suggest you keep a ‘Lie Diary’ for one week, writing in it every time you lie, no matter how small the lie may be. If you are totally honest about your lies, you’ll be surprised at how often you lie and also, how necessary lying is. If you’re still unconvinced, try not lying for an entire week – this is extremely difficult and you will likely offend people by always telling the truth.


Hopefully this section has provided you with some understanding as to why there is such a high frequency of lying and also that it is not always a dishonourable act for a person to lie, particularly with Other-Focused Lies. The next category of lies, however, can carry a much more sinister agenda.


Self-Focused Lies


In contrast to Other-Focused Lies, Self-Focused Lies are told to provide a benefit or to protect the person telling the lie and studies have shown that 50 per cent of lies told fall into this category.4 There are four separate motivations for a person telling a Self-Focused lie to you. These are:


• To protect from embarrassment.


• To make a positive impression.


• To gain an advantage.


• To avoid punishment.5


So you can more easily recognise each of these when you encounter them, I’ll provide some examples.


To protect from embarrassment


This is the least harmful motivation for someone telling a Self-Focused Lie. Examples may include:


• A person fabricating a reason why they can’t meet someone for a drink, when in fact the real reason is they simply can’t afford to.


• A person having spent a lonely weekend may tell others that it was a great weekend, simply to avoid any potential embarrassment at not having a partner.


• A person may commence catching public transport to work while the damaged car is in for repairs; offering the excuse that this is due to the difficulty in finding a car park in the city, rather than admitting to crashing their car.


As you can see from these examples, the nature of this motivation for telling a Self-Focused Lie is understandable, though sometimes misunderstood; they are rarely hurtful or damaging.


To make a positive impression


Wanting to make a positive impression is a very common factor in Self-Focused Lies and one that you will encounter most frequently. The motivating factor is often insecurity on the part of the deceiver, causing them to feel they need to impress beyond what is actually the truthful situation. There are varying degrees of fabrication under this category, from slight exaggeration to complete fabrication. On most occasions people will ‘colour’ the truth with a small degree of false information with a view to improving the way others perceive them. Less frequent, but with the potential to be more harmful, is the total fabrication of some aspect that the deceiver invents with the express purpose of impressing you.


This motivation can be present in situations such as when a couple first commences dating or where there is some perceived competition between two individuals or an individual and others, as may occur between adult siblings at a family gathering or past students at a school reunion. Some examples include:


• Exaggerating how much a person earns.


• Pretending to know celebrities or well-connected social identities (name dropping).


• Making up personal, or in some cases children’s academic qualifications, sporting achievements or skills.


• Inflating the number of staff a person is responsible for supervising, or exaggerating the scope of a professional role or importance within a professional or sporting group.


The effect of this type of lie upon another can vary from irrelevant false information that has no adverse effect, to the potential to undermine or destroy a relationship and cause a significant degree of personal hurt; as could be the case if a couple’s relationship was formed on significantly false information. Within a business context, there is also the potential for monetary loss or professional embarrassment. For example, a CEO or business partner could be falsely led into agreeing to hire or to go into partnership with an under-qualified deceiver, or negotiating a business outcome based upon on misleading statements made by a deceiver – both could be costly mistakes for the business. These examples bear testimony as to why it is important to be able to detect liars in both business and personal interactions. The more sinister calibre of ‘positive impression lies’ could also be considered to fall within the following category: To gain an advantage.


To gain an advantage


As we’ve already discussed, when taken to the extreme the motivation of wanting to create a positive impression can be harnessed with the ulterior motive of also wanting to gain an advantage. Lying to gain an advantage is clearly a sinister act and certainly worthy of your detection. Some examples include:
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