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Abstract

In the present experiment, carried out via Zoom, we ex-
amined the effect of (i) sketching and (ii) having the video 
turned on or off on the verbal accounts of truth tellers and 
lie tellers. Truth tellers reported an incident of loss, theft or 
accidental damage they experienced in the last 24 months, 
whereas lie tellers made up an incident. Half of the partici-
pants were asked to sketch the event whilst reporting it, 
whereas the other half did not sketch. Half of the partici-
pants were interviewed with the video turned on and the 
other half with the video turned off. We measured, total 
details, complications, plausibility and ‘it could have been 
worse’ (playing down the incident). We expected truth tell-
ers to provide more total details, more complications, more 
‘It could have been worse’ comments and more plausible 
statements than lie tellers, particularly when they sketch 
with the video turned off. Truth tellers provided more com-
plications, more plausible statements and, particularly, 
more ‘It could have been worse’ comments than lie tellers. 
The sketching and video factors yielded no effects.
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Detecting deception through telephone sketches in an in-
surance setting

Current technology enables interviews to more frequently 
be held remotely. During the COVID-19 related lockdown mea-
sures, this facility has probably proved to be lifesaving. Mov-
ing forwards, many organisations and individuals are likely to 
choose to continue using such remote modes of communi-
cation to a greater degree, lessening the need for travel to a 
greater extent than before, even when restrictions are removed 
(https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2020/may/12/
twitter-coronavirus-covid19-work-from-home). In this experi-
ment we will manipulate the use of sketching in online inter-

views to elicit cues to deception and examine the effect on such 
cues of having the video turned on or off. 

Sketching while narrating (that is, reporting an event and 
sketching the reported event at the same time) facilitates verbal 
recall in truth tellers [1,2,3]. The literature provides five reasons 
for this, summarised by [4]: (i) sketching mentally reinstates 
the context of the interviewee’s experience; (ii) sketching one 
aspect of an event may cue retrieval of other aspects of that 
event; (iii) sketching is a visual output compatible with visually 
experienced events; (iv) sketching is a time-consuming activity 
that slows down the thinking process and thus gives interview-
ees good opportunity to search their memory; and (v) sketch-
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ing automatically leads to providing spatial information because 
someone must situate each person or object in a specific loca-
tion in the sketch. 

Research has shown that sketching while narrating results in 
more pronounced verbal differences between truth tellers and 
lie tellers than narrating without sketching [4,5]. A truth teller’s 
memory of a truly experienced event is likely to be richer in de-
tail than a lie teller’s memory of a fabricated event and a richer 
memory enhances the sketching effect. In most experiments to 
date the sketching instruction was introduced in face-to-face in-
terviews [6], but in the present experiment it was introduced in 
an online setting. 

The interviews in the current online experiment were held 
with the video being turned on or off. When the video is turned 
on, the interviewee and interviewer can see each other, similar 
to a face-to-face interview. We therefore expected to replicate 
the findings found in face-to-face interviews. When the video 
is turned off, the interviewer and interviewee cannot see each 
other and the interviewer cannot check whether the interview-
ee complies with the instruction to sketch. This inability to check 
the interviewee may have a differential effect on truth tellers 
and lie tellers. Lie tellers are inclined to be less cooperative than 
truth tellers [7,8], an inclination that may become particularly 
activated when the interviewer cannot check an interviewee’s 
level of cooperation. This may result in lie tellers putting less 
effort in their sketching than truth tellers when the interviewer 
cannot see them. Since sketching facilitates reporting informa-
tion, the difference between truth tellers and lie tellers in re-
porting information should become most pronounced in the 
sketch condition with the video function turned off. 

Four verbal cues

We examined four verbal cues. Two of them, total details 
and complications, have been examined extensively (details) 
and rather extensively (complications) before. Researchers 
seem reluctant to examine the third cue, plausibility [9], but it 
has shown to have good potential as a veracity indicator. We are 
not aware of research examining the fourth cue, ‘it could have 
been worse’, but we believe this cue to have great potential in 
insurance claim settings, the deception scenario we used in the 
current experiment.

A detail refers to a unit of perceptual information (what the 
interviewee saw, heard, smelled etc.). Truth tellers typically 
report more details than lie tellers [10,7,11]. Two reasons are 
thought to cause this effect. First, truth tellers are more willing 
to provide details than lie tellers. This is reflected in the strate-
gies truth tellers and lie tellers report to have used in interviews 
to sound credible and to avoid detection. A prominent strat-
egy amongst truth tellers is to ‘tell it all’, whereas a prominent 
strategy amongst lie tellers is to ‘keep it simple’ [12,13]. Lie tell-
ers may be afraid that the details they provide will incriminate 
them if checked by the investigator [14] or that they will forget 
those details when interviewed again about the event later. Sec-
ond, truth tellers are more able than lie tellers to provide details 
because lie tellers lack the imagination to fabricate enough in-
formation that sounds plausible [15].

Complications are clusters of details that make the story 
more complex (e.g., “Initially we did not see our friend, as he 
was waiting at a different entrance”). Truth tellers typically re-
port more complications than lie tellers [16]. Complications are 
typically not key elements of an experience, and an experience 

is typically well understood if the complications are left out. Not 
reporting complications therefore aligns with the ‘keep it sim-
ple’ strategy and reporting complications aligns with the ‘tell it 
all’ strategy. Lie tellers may also leave out reporting complica-
tions because they think that such complications make a story 
sound less believable [17].

Plausibility addresses the question how likely is it that the 
activities happened in the way described [18]. For plausibility, 
context is important [19]. Events typically happen in certain 
ways and deviation from these norms will make a statement 
implausible. For example, claiming to have visited many land-
marks in London in one day (Windsor Castle, Buckingham Pal-
ace, Madame Tussauds and Tate Gallery) sounds implausible 
because the interviewee will lack the time to have done this. 
Apart from context, plausibility is positively correlated with re-
porting details and complications: The more details and compli-
cations someone reports, the more plausible a story sounds [9].

It could have been worse means that the interviewee plays 
down the experience. In an insurance context it refers to play-
ing down the effects of what is lost, stolen or damaged. For 
example, one interviewee who reported that her disabled son 
tried to climb on top of the TV after which both son and TV fell 
on the floor, said that she was relieved that her son did not get 
hurt in the incident. We expect truth tellers more than lie tellers 
to make more of these ‘it could have been worse’ comments. 
Truth tellers may feel embarrassed or annoyed with themselves 
by their experience of loss, theft or accidental damage because 
they may feel some responsibility for the event. Playing down 
the seriousness of the event would then be a good way to cope 
with it. In contrast, lie tellers who make a false claim may wish 
to get the most out of it. Making playing down comments may 
not work in their advantage to achieve this goal. 

Hypotheses

We tested the following four pre-registered hypotheses 
(https://osf.io/vs2hx/), albeit that the pre-registered hypoth-
eses referred to details and complications only.

Hypothesis 1: Truth tellers will provide more total details, 
more complications, more ‘It could have been worse’ com-
ments and more plausible statements than lie tellers (Veracity 
main effect).

Hypothesis 2: Participants in the sketch condition will pro-
vide more total details, more complications, and more plausible 
statements than participants in the no sketch condition (Sketch 
main effect).

Hypothesis 3: Participants in the video enabled condition will 
provide more total details, more complications, and more plau-
sible statements than participants in the video disabled condi-
tion (Video main effect).

Hypothesis 4: The most profound differences between truth 
tellers and lie tellers will be evident when they sketch in the 
video turned off condition (Veracity X Sketch X Video interac-
tion effect).

Method

Ethics

 A favourable ethical review decision was given by the 
relevant ethics committee of the university. 
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Participants

A G*Power analysis revealed that at least 197 participants 
are required for the experiment to have high statistical power 
(.97), alpha level of 0.05, and a medium effect size (f2 = .06). A 
total of 199 participants were initially recruited but the data of 
two participants were deleted due to failing to follow instruc-
tions or due to an interviewer error. A total of 197 participants 
took part, 48 were males and 149 were females. Their average 
age was M = 24.81 (SD = 8.48). Most participants (n = 44) iden-
tified themselves as white British, followed by Asian (n = 39), 
white (n = 37), European (n = 30), British without mentioning 
black or white (n = 14), Black British (n = 11), African (n = 11), 
mixed (n = 5), Arab (n = 3) and South American (n = 3). 

Allocation to the Veracity factor was determined by having 
experienced loss, theft or damage in the last 24 months (truth 
tellers, n = 97) or not (lie tellers, n = 100). Allocation to the 
sketch and video conditions occurred randomly. A total of 99 
participants were allocated to the sketch-present condition and 
98 participants to the sketch-absent condition. A total of 99 par-
ticipants were allocated to the video turned on condition and 
the remaining 98 participants to the video turned off condition. 
Cell sizes varied from 23 to 25.

Design

Data were analysed utilising a Veracity (truth vs lie) X Sketch 
(present vs absent) X Video (turned on vs turned off) design. 
Dependent variables were total details, complications, plausi-
bility and ‘it could have been worse’. 

Procedure

The experiment was advertised as an insurance deception 
study and that we were looking for people who have or have 
not experienced loss, theft or accidental damage in the last 24 
months. Those who have experienced such an event were al-
located to the truth teller condition and the others to the lie 
teller condition. Allocation to conditions took place at least 24 
hours before the experiment started to give participants the op-
portunity to prepare themselves for the interview. The type of 
claim lie tellers were asked to fabricate matched the truth tell-
ers’ claims, but we left it up to the lie teller how to phrase their 
claim. For example, if a truth teller reported that a telephone 
had been stolen on a train, a lie teller was told to discuss a sto-
len phone. The participant information sheet and consent form 
were emailed to the participants at least 24 hours prior to their 
appointment and they had the opportunity to ask any questions 
about the experiment prior to and during their appointment. 

The experiment was conducted via Zoom. At the beginning 
of the appointment participants were reminded of their verac-
ity condition and of the event they were asked to report about. 
To motivate them to appear convincing, the experimenter told 
them that their name would be added to a draw with three 
prizes (Amazon vouchers worth £150, £100 and £50) if the in-
terviewer believes their account. If the interviewer does not be-
lieve their account, participants were told that they must write 
a report of their claim at the end of the experiment. 

Pre-Interview Questionnaire

When participants told the experimenter to be ready for 
the interview, they completed a pre-interview questionnaire. It 
measured background characteristics (age, gender, ethnicity), 
motivation, preparation thoroughness and preparation time. 
Participants were asked how motivated they were to perform 

well during the interview on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 
(not at all motivated) to 5 (very motivated). Participants then 
indicated their preparation thoroughness via three items (1 = 
shallow to 7 = thorough; 1 = insufficient to 7 = sufficient; and 1 
= poor to 7 = good). The answers to the three questions were 
averaged (Cronbach’s alpha = .92). Finally, one question was 
asked for preparation time: ‘Do you think the amount of time 
you were given to prepare was’ (1 = insufficient to 7 = sufficient). 

The Interview

Participants were then interviewed in a breakout room by an 
interviewer (research assistant) who was blind to their veracity 
condition. The interviewer disabled the video feature for half of 
the participants and enabled it for the other half. Participants in 
the video turned on condition were told to treat the interview 
as a face-to-face interview, and those in the video turned off 
condition were told to treat it as a telephone interview. 

The interviewer started the interview as follows: “OK, just 
so I can understand, I am going to need you to take me back 
to the day of the incident when you [Event], and tell me in as 
much detail as possible everything that happened from just be-
fore the incident occurred until after the incident had finished, 
and to describe your reactions to it”? We label this part of the 
interview Phase 1. After responding to the first question, all 
participants received the following instructions: “I would now 
like you to go back in your memory to the day of the incident. 
Please think about the incident and recall what you could see, 
what you could hear, what you could feel and what you could 
smell and let me know when you have done that”?. Once ready, 
participants in the no sketch condition were instructed as fol-
lows: “Now please think about what happened from just before 
the incident occurred until after the incident had finished and 
whilst doing so, talk me through everything you experienced”. 
Participants in the sketch condition were asked to prepare a 
piece of paper and pencil/pen and were instructed as follows: 
“Now please draw for me what happened from just before 
the incident occurred until after the incident had finished and 
whilst doing so, talk me through everything you experienced”. 
We label this part of the interview Phase 2. After the interview, 
participants in the sketch condition were asked to take a photo 
of their sketch and to email it to the interviewer. 

Post-Interview Questionnaire and Debrief

All participants completed a post-interview questionnaire on 
Qualtrics measuring rapport with the interviewer, percentage 
of lie telling/truth telling and (in the sketch present condition 
only) their expectation that they would be asked to send their 
sketch, and effort spent on sketching. 

We measured rapport with the interviewer, because it is 
an important motivator for a productive interview [20]. It was 
measured via the nine-item Interaction Questionnaire [21]. It 
contains items such as smooth, bored, engrossed and involved, 
using 7-point scales ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7 (extremely), 
Cronbach’s alpha = .84. Participants also rated the extent to 
which they told the truth in the interview (on an 11-point Likert 
scale ranging from 0% to 100%). Participants in the sketch con-
dition were finally asked the extent to which they expected to 
be asked to send their sketch (on a 7-point Likert scale from 1 = 
not at all to 7 = very much so), and the effort spent on sketching 
(on a 7-point Likert scale from 1 = not at all to 7 = very much so).

After completing the questionnaire, participants were sent 
the debrief form. They were told by the experimenter that they 
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were believed by the interviewer and were therefore eligible for 
a £10 payment or one course credit and entry into a draw for 
Amazon vouchers as thanks for their contribution. 

Coding 

The interview recordings were transcribed and the tran-
scripts were used for coding. One rater, blind to the Veracity 
condition and hypotheses, was taught the coding scheme by 
the first author who has more than 25 years of experience in 
coding verbal indicators to deception. 

A detail is defined as a non-redundant unit of information 
that describes the interviewee’s experiences. For example, the 
following sentence contains five details: “So erm I decided to 
obviously take my umbrella with me to the bus stop, it’s erm 
about 15 minutes-walk away so I didn’t want to get wet”. In 
Phase 2 only new details (details not reported in Phase 1) were 
coded. 

A complication is an occurrence that affects the storyteller 
and makes a situation more complex [9]. Again, in Phase 2 only 
new complications were coded. The following sentence has two 
complications: “When we returned to the restaurant it was al-
ready closed and there was a security guard there, but he said 
that he didn’t have a key to the restaurant”.

Plausibility was defined as How likely is it that the activities 
happened in the way described [18]. Plausibility was rated on a 
7-point scale from 1 = not at all plausible to 7 = very plausible. 
For example, the following statement was considered plausible 
(score of 6). The statement includes contextual information 
(when it happened) and details about the accident, its conse-
quences, and the aftermath. 

From what I remember it was a weekday in October of 2019. 
I just came back from my squash practice in the evening and 
I got the stuff out of my bag and I left my water bottle on my 
desk. I went to get my computer to start my assignment so got 
my water bottle, I had a sip and I left it without realising I left 
it open on the side. I picked up my chair, tucked it in and desk 
tilted and the water bottle fell over, covering my keyboard in 
water. After tapping on the keyboard the computer completely 
switched off. The screen went black it wouldn’t charge when 
turned on. It was very upsetting to me at the time because I’d 
worked the previous summer over 5 or 6 months I saved up to 
buy this computer and now it was completely ruined, so it was 
very frustrating for me as well, because I couldn’t get any of my 
university work done. I had to borrow a laptop so it was quite 
an ordeal for myself. 

The following statement was considered implausible (score 
of 2). It lacks detail and the action (getting out of the car to see 
her mum seems unlikely in this situation). 

It was last year. I went with my mum to the supermarket. 
I decided to stay in the car when my mum went to the super-
market so I was alone in the car. Then a thief came to the car 
and hit the window. I then went out and I started to run to the 
supermarket and went to my mum. I said to her “Someone tried 
to steal the car”. Then we went back to the car and mum’s bag 
wasn’t there.

It could have been worse was defined as a comment from 
the interviewee that played down the event. Examples are: (i) 
I think my girlfriend was at work but she was coming back in 
about an hour or two, so I was only going to be locked out for a 
couple of hours; (ii) “I fortunately saved all of my important files 
on Google Drive” and (iii) “Luckily I took out my purse, and my 
phone before my bag was stolen”.

A second rater coded a random sample of 73 transcripts for 
total details, complications and plausibility and, since the vari-
able is new, all transcripts for the ‘it could have been worse’ 
variable. Inter-rater reliability between the two coders, using 
the two-way random effects model measuring consistency, was 
good for total details (Single Measures ICC = .72), complications 
(Single Measures ICC = .94), plausibility (Single Measures ICC = 
.64) and ‘it could have been worse’ (Average Measures ICC = 
.91). For ‘it could have been worse’, the first rater looked at the 
disagreements and decided whether or not the comment quali-
fied as an ‘it could have been worse’ comment. 

Results 

Questionnaire Variables

A 2 (Veracity: Truth vs lie) X 2 (Sketch: Present vs absent) X 2 
Video (turned on vs turned off) MANOVA was carried out with 
the following five questionnaire variables as dependent vari-
ables: Motivation, preparation thoroughness, preparation time, 
rapport and percentage truth telling. At a multivariate level the 
analysis revealed a significant main effect for Veracity, F(5, 185) 
= 76.53, p < .001, ηp

2 = .67. All other effects were not significant, 
all Fs < 1.63, all ps > .154.

The univariate Veracity results are presented in Table 1. 
Truth tellers reported their rapport with the interviewer to be 
better than lie tellers and truth tellers also reported to have 
told the truth more than lie tellers. Although lie tellers rated the 
preparation time given to them to be better than truth tellers, 
the Bayes analyses showed no support for this significant effect.

The mean scores for the total sample showed that motiva-
tion to perform well in the experiment (measured on a 5-point 
Likert scale) was very high amongst participants (M = 4.21, SD 
= 0.82). Participants were satisfied with their preparation thor-
oughness (M = 5.08, SD = 1.31) and preparation time (M = 6.12, 
SD = 1.25) and that they had good rapport with the interviewer 
(M = 5.47, SD = 0.99). The latter three variables were all mea-
sured on 7-point Likert scales. 

Table 1: Questionnaire Variables and Verbal Cues as a Function of Veracity.

Truth Lie NHST BF10

M (SD) 95% CI M (SD) 95% CI F p d (95% CI)

Questionnaire variables

Motivation 4.30 0.86 4.14,4.46 4.12 0.79 3.96,4.28 2.45 .119 0.22 (-0.07,0.49) 0.46

Preparation thoroughness 5.10 1.30 4.83,5.36 5.06 1.33 4.80,5.32 0.04 .837 0.03 (-0.25,0.31) 0.16

Preparation time 5.93 1.43 5.68,6.18 6.31 1.02 6.06,6.56 4.56 .034 0.31 (0.02,0.58) 1.36
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Note: NHST = Null-Hypothesis Significance Testing.

Table 2: Verbal Cues as a Function of Video.

Rapport 5.68 0.97 5.48,5.87 5.27 0.96 5.08,5.46 8.72 .004 0.42 (0.14,0.70) 9.47

Percentage truth telling 94.75 17.55 89.96,99.69 29.37 29.06 24.58,34.16 357.63 < .001 2.71 (2.29,3.06) 5.453 × 1042

Verbal cues Phase 1

Total details 21.58 (10.22) 19.69,23.50 21.54 (8.66) 19.67,23.41 0.002 .968 0.00 (-0.28,0.28) 0.16

Complications 4.44 (3.01) 3.83,5.04 3.39 (3.03) 2.80,3.98 6.00 .015 0.35 (0.06,0.62) 2.48

Plausibility 4.44 (0.97) 4.26,4.62 4.09 (0.85) 3.91,4.27 7.35 .007 0.38 (0.10,0.66) 4.72

It could have been worse 0.55 (0.61) 0.44,0.65 0.27 (0.47) 0.16,0.38 12.52 <.001 0.52 (0.22,0.79) 51.76

New Verbal cues Phase 2

Total details 6.05 (5.32) 5.03,7.12 5.85 (5.20) 4.85,6.92 0.09 0.77 0.04 (-0.24,0.32) 0.16

Complications 1.26 (1.53) 0.98,1.53 0.78 (1.25) 0.52,1.07 5.80 .017 0.34 (0.06,0.62) 2.25

Plausibility 4.60 (1.29) 4.36,4.84 4.26 (1.09) 4.04,4.51 3.98 .047 0.29 (0.00,0.56) 0.98

It could have been worse 0.04 (0.20) 0.01,0.07 0.01 (0.10) -0.02,0.04 1.93 .166 0.19 (-0.09,0.47) 0.38

Video turned off Video turned on NHST BF10

M (SD) 95% CI M (SD) 95% CI F p d (95% CI)

Verbal cues Phase 1

Total details 22.33 (10.14) 20.45,24.24 20.80 (8.67) 18.91,22.68 1.31 .254 0.16 (-0.12,0.44) 0.28

Complications 4.35 (3.60) 3.75,4.94 3.47 (2.35) 2.88,4.07 4.15 .043 0.29 (0.00,0.57) 1.03

Plausibility 4.37 (0.92) 4.19,4.55 4.16 (0.92) 3.98,4.34 2.50 .115 0.23 (-0.06,0.50) 0.49

It could have been worse 0.39 (0.55) 0.28,0.50 0.42 (0.57) 0.32,0.53 0.23 .629 0.05 (-0.23,0.33) 0.17

New Verbal cues Phase 2

Total details 6.50 (5.11) 5.49,7.57 5.40 (5.35) 4.36,6.43 2.34 .128 0.21 (-0.07,0.49) 0.43

Complications 1.17 (1.48) 0.90,1.45 0.86 (1.33) 0.58,1.13 2.58 .110 0.22 (-0.06,0.50) 0.49

Plausibility 4.61 (1.17) 4.38,4.85 4.24 (1.20) 4.01,4.48 4.76 .030 0.31 (0.03,0.59) 1.42

It could have been worse 0.03 (0.17) -0.01,0.06 0.03 (0.16) -0.01,0.05 0.22 0.643 0.00 (-0.28,0.28) 0.17

Note: NHST = Null-Hypothesis Significance Testing.

Participants in the sketch present condition were asked the 
extent to which they expected a screenshot of their sketch to 
be taken and the effort they put in their sketching. A 2 (Verac-
ity) X 2 (Video) MANOVA with those two variables as depen-
dent variables did not reveal a multivariate significant effect, 
all Fs < 2.99, all ps > .054. The average means showed that the 
screenshot was to some extent expected (M = 4.19, SD = 2.46) 
and that the participants put a limited amount of effort in their 
sketches (M = 3.64, SD = 1.77).

Hypotheses-Testing

To test our hypotheses, we carried out frequentist analyses 
and Bayesian analyses [22]. Bayesian analyses test the likeli-
hood of the data under both the Null Hypothesis (H0) and the 
Alternative Hypothesis (H1). Bayes Factors (BF10) between 1 
and 3 indicate weak evidence for the Alternative Hypothesis 
(H1), between 3 and 20 indicate positive evidence, between 20 
and 150 indicate strong evidence, and above 150 indicate very 
strong evidence [22]. A Bayes Factor close to 1 means no evi-
dence can be derived from the data for either the null or the 
Alternative Hypothesis. The inverse of BF10 is BF01 (1/BF10) which 

is the likelihood of supporting evidence for the Null Hypothesis 
(H0) compared to the Alternative Hypothesis (H1). We report 
only BF10 statistics in Tables 1 and 2 because BF01 can be inferred 
by inversing BF10. 

Hypotheses-Testing: Phase 1

 A 2 (Veracity: Truth vs lie) X 2 (Sketch: Present vs ab-
sent) X 2 (Video: Turned on vs turned off) MANOVA was carried 
out on the Phase 1 data with total details, complications, plau-
sibility and ‘it could have been worse’ as dependent variables. 
At a multivariate level only the Veracity main effect was signifi-
cant, F(4, 185) = 5.14, p < .001, ηp

2 = .10. All other Fs < 2.11, all 
ps > .080. The univariate effects are presented in Table 1. Truth 
tellers provided significantly more complications, more ‘it could 
have been worse’ comments and more plausible statements 
than lie tellers. The Bayesian analysis showed strong evidence 
for ‘it could have been worse’, positive evidence for plausibility 
and weak evidence for complications. This supports Hypothesis 
1 except for total details. The absence of a Video effect means 
that Hypothesis 2 was not supported. The Bayes Factors, many 
of them close to zero, show that there was no difference be-
tween the two video conditions. 



MedDocs Publishers

6Annals of Forensic Science and Research

Hypotheses-Testing: Phase 2

A 2 (Veracity) X 2 (Sketch) X 2 (Video) MANOVA was carried 
out on the Phase 2 data with new total details, new complica-
tions, plausibility, and new ‘it could have been worse’ as de-
pendent variables. At a multivariate level, none of the effects 
were significant, all Fs < 2.37, all ps > .053. The average mean 
of reported details was small (M = 5.95, SD = 5.25). This means 
that Hypotheses 3 and 4 were not supported.

The Relationship between Plausibility and the Other Verbal 
Output Variables 

Through a regression analysis we examined which verbal 
output variables contributed to the plausibility ratings. A forced 
entry method regression analysis was conducted with total de-
tails, complications and ‘it could have been worse’ as predictors 
and plausibility as the outcome variable. Complications contrib-
uted to the model (  = .47, p < .001) but total details (  = -.03, 
p = 0.693) and ‘it could have been worse’ (  = .10, p = .136) did 
not.

Discussion

The statements of truth tellers reporting a genuine account 
of a loss, theft or accidental damage differed from the state-
ments of lie tellers reporting a false incident. Truth tellers pro-
vided more complications, more ‘it could have been worse’ 
comments and a more plausible account than lie tellers. This 
is the first time that complications have been examined in an 
insurance claim setting and the results showed some evidence 
that it can be used in such a setting to distinguish between truth 
and deceit. This is good news for practitioners dealing with in-
surance claims. Interviewers can count complications in real 
time [23], which means that the interviews do not have to be 
transcribed first. However, given that the evidence was weak 
and the effect size small, our results suggest that practitioners 
may struggle to classify claimants as truth tellers and lie tellers 
based on the number of reported complications. 

The ‘it could have been worse’ variable was examined for the 
first time and showed potential as a veracity indicator. As with 
complications, interviewers can count such comments in real 
time. Research attempting to replicate this finding is required to 
show the robustness of the effect. Such research could also ex-
amine the underlying mechanism as to why truth tellers and lie 
tellers differ in reporting ‘it could have been worse’ comments. 

Truth tellers also sounded more plausible than lie tellers, pro-
viding further support that plausibility is a diagnostic veracity 
indicator [9]. Researchers are reluctant to examine plausibility 
or to recommend practitioners to use it as a veracity indicator, 
probably due to the subjective nature of the variable: What ex-
actly makes a statement plausible or implausible?. Apart from 
the context, it has been suggested that reporting complications 
and reporting details contribute to plausibility [9]. The current 
dataset supported the findings for complications, but not for 
details. A similar pattern of results (plausibility is positively cor-
related with complications but not with details) emerged else-
where [24]. This suggests that out of these two variables -com-
plications and details- complications is the strongest predictor 
of plausibility.

Total details did not emerge as a veracity indicator. This is an 
atypical finding because total details is often a strong veracity 
indicator [25]. Perhaps a different finding would have emerged 
if we would have considered the verifiability of the details. That 

is, do the details provide leads that the investigators can check 
(receipts, named witnesses, CCTV footage)?. Truth tellers typi-
cally report more verifiable details than lie tellers [26]. One in-
surance claim experiment revealed that truth tellers and lie tell-
ers did not differ in the number of details they reported but that 
differences emerged when a distinction was made between de-
tails that could be verified and details that could not. Truth tell-
ers reported more verifiable details than lie tellers whereas lie 
tellers reported more unverifiable details than truth tellers [27]. 
For differences in verifiable details to emerge between truth 
tellers and lie tellers in insurance claim settings, interviewees 
need to be encouraged at the beginning of the interview to try 
to include details the investigator can check [26]. We did not do 
this in the present experiment because the context reinstate-
ment and sketching instructions were extensive. We were afraid 
to overwhelm interviewees if we would add another instruction 
to the list.

Whether during the zoom meeting the video was turned on 
or off did not affect the results. The Bayes analyses results were 
close to zero which suggests that the video turned on or off re-
ally did not matter. In many zoom meetings participants are re-
luctant to turn on their video and the results thus suggests that 
this is an irrelevant factor for lie detection purposes when pay-
ing attention to the verbal cues we examined in the experiment.

Sketching had no effect on the results. The non-significant ef-
fect in Phase 1 is unsurprising because the sketching factor was 
introduced after Phase 1. However, the results were also not 
significant in Phase 2. The likely reason for this null effect is the 
little amount of new detail added in Phase 2 (on average only six 
details). If interviewees do not report much new information, 
any manipulation will have no effect due to a floor effect of the 
results. Two factors may have contributed to the little amount 
of new information provided in Phase 2. First, participants re-
ported not to have spent much effort in their sketching. For a 
sketching instruction to work participants should fully engage 
with the sketching task. This could be the result of conducting 
the interviews online rather than face-to-face. Perhaps inter-
viewees put less effort in their sketching exercise in online in-
terviews than in face-to-face interviews. Future research could 
examine this. Second, the context reinstatement instruction 
we gave (“Please think about the incident and recall what you 
could see, what you could hear, what you could feel and what 
you could smell and let me know when you have done that”?) 
may have focussed the interviewees’ minds in an unexpected 
manner. Reading the transcripts showed that many interview-
ees focussed on the latter two senses (feel and smell) and had 
little to no information to report about these senses. Since a 
sketch is a visual output, it is most likely to facilitate recall of 
visual information (what people could see), but the context re-
instatement instruction did not focus enough on that aspect of 
the experience.
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