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We analyze the accuracy of deception judgments, synthesizing research results from
206 documents and 24,483 judges. In relevant studies, people attempt to discriminate
lies from truths in real time with no special aids or training. In these circumstances,
people achieve an average of 549 correct lie—truth judgments, correctly classifving
47% of lies as deceptive and 61% of truths as nondeceptive. Relative to cross-judge
differences in accuracy, mean lie—truth discrimination abilities are nontrivial, with a
mean accuracy d of roughly .40. This produces an effect that is at roughly the 60th
percentile in size, relative to others that have been meta-analyzed by social psycholo-
gists. Alternative indexes of lie—truth discrimination accuracy correlate highly with
percentage correct, and rates of lie detection vary little from study to study. Our
meta-analyses reveal that people are more accurate in judging audible than visible
lies, that people appear deceptive when motivated to be believed, and that individuals
regard their interaction partners as honest. We propose that people judge others’ de-
ceptions more harshly than their own and thar this double standard in evaluating de-

ceit can explain much of the accumulated literature.

Deception entered Western thought in a telling
guise when the author of Genesis placed a serpent in
the Garden of Eden. By lying, the serpent enticed Eve
into committing the original sin. Thus deception was
enshrined as the ultimate source of evil.

Lying has always posed a moral problem. Aristotle
wrote that “falsehood is in itself mean and culpable;”
St. Augustine believed that every lie is a sin; and Kant
regarded truthfulness as an “unconditional duty which
holds in all circumstances.” Others take a more permis-
sive stance. Aquinas countenanced lies told in the ser-
vice of virtue, and Machiavelli extolled deceit in the
service of self. For background on these ethical matters
and a contemporary. position, see Bok (1989).

Having been a moral issue for millenia, deception
came also to be viewed as a legal challenge. Since Di-
ogenes, many had suspected that lying was common-
place and could have pernicious influences on human
affairs. The chore of truth finding fell to the legal sys-
tem, and procedures for lie detection were devised.
Over the centuries, authorities employed a number of
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unsavory means to extract legal “truths” (Trovillo,
1939). Modern sensibilities inspired some of the cur-
rent techniques: religious oaths, cross-examinations,
threats of incarceration. Technological developments
have had an impact, too. The polygraph, the psycho-
logical stress evaluator, brain fingerprints, EEGs—
these have been promoted for their ability to divine de-
ception. Yet in the first decade of the 21st century,
American jurisprudence entrusts lie detection to ordi-
nary citizens. U.S. courts bar technological aids to lie
detection and deception experts, too. Witnesses must
appear in person before jurors who are the “sole
judges” of the witnesses’ believability. American ju-
rors are instructed to judge the person’s truthfulness by
considering his or her “demeanor upon the witness
stand” and “manner of testifying” (Judicial Committee
on Model Jury Instructions for the Eighth Circuit,
2002, p. 53). According to an official view, this system
of lay judgment solves the legal problem of decep-
tion because “lie detecting is what our juries do best”
(Fisher, 1997, p. 575).

A moral problem for millenia and a legal problem
for centuries, deception has more recently become a re-
search problem. How successful are people at deceiv-
ing others? How likely are they to believe others” fibs?
What accounts for liars’ successes and failures? When
and why are people duped? These questions are of
moral and legal interest. The ethics of lying would be
moot if people were rarely duped. Current legal prac-
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gists praise them, too. No doubt, there are limits to the
morality of truthfulness. Truths are seen as most virtu-
ous when they oppose the truth teller’s interest. Occa-
sionally, people volunteer truthful observations that hurt
others, and these are ethically dubious. In most cases,
however, truth telling is nonproblematic. Problems arise
not from truth telling but from deception.

There are two perspectives on deception. One is the
perspective that people hold when they themselves are
lying; a second is the perspective they bring to others’
lies (Gordon & Miller, 2000). As deceivers, people
are practical. They accommodate perceived needs by
lying. Of course, deceivers rarely regard their own
falsehoods as lies but as something more innocuous.
People may lie in the interest of impression manage-
ment (DePaulo et al., 2003) or for more tangible ends.
They exaggerate, minimize, and omit. They give mis-
leading answers to questions. Regarding half-truths
and self-editing as necessities of social life, deceivers
see deception as similar to these sanctioned practices.
Animated by momentary exigencies, offered in pass-
ing, lies occasion little anxiety, guilt, or shame
(DePaulo, Kashy, et al., 1996). They are easy to ratio-
nalize. Yes, deception may demand construction of a
convincing line and enactment of appropriate de-
meanor. Most strategic communications do. To the liar,
there is nothing exceptional about lying.

If pragmatic about their own deceptions, people be-
come moralistic when they consider others’ lies (Saxe,
1991). Then deception is wrong and reflects negatively
on the deceiver. Indeed, people view duplicity as one of
the gravest moral failings. In their ratings of 555 per-
sonality trait terms, college students rate as least desir-
able the trait of being a liar (Anderson, 1968). Social
logic assumes that honest people always act honestly
(Reeder, 1993); thus, to label a statement a lie is to im-
ply that the person who made that statement is a liar
(O’Sullivan, 2003). This is a serious accusation. Peo-
ple have a prescriptive stereotype of the liar—stricken
with shame, wracked by the threat of exposure, liars
leak signs of their inner torment. They fidget, avoid eye
contact, and can scarcely bring themselves to speak—a
worldwide stereotype holds (Global Deception Re-
search Team, 2006). The stereotypic reasons for lying
are nefarious, too—terrorists lying to further their mur-
derous plots, charlatans scheming to bilk the innocent,
husbands cheating on their faithful wives. As old as the
Garden of Eden, this moralistic perspective on deceit
underlies current psychological thought.

Let us sketch a few implications of the double stan-
dard in evaluating deception. People hold a stereotype
of the liar—as tormented, anxious, and conscience
stricken. Perceivers draw on this stereotype when con-
sidering a target’s veracity. Targets who most resemble
the stereotype are most likely to be regarded as liars;
those who least resemble it are most likely to be be-
lieved. Factors that influence a person’s likelihood of
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appearing tormented, anxious, or conscience stricken
should affect the person’s judged truthfulness. One
such factor would, we suspect, be the stakes surround-
ing a speaker’s credibility. Most lies are little. When
telling white lies of the sort often studied by research-
ers, people have no reason to appear tormented. Thus,
they should often be judged truthful. Occasionally, the
stakes of being believed are big. When facing huge
stakes, people who ruminate over their credibility may
come to match the liar stereotype. Then they would be
judged deceptive, even if they were telling the truth.
In this article, we consider veracity judgments in
light of the double standard for evaluating deception.
We do not confine attention to momentous lies or evil
deceit of the sort most would associate with others’ de-
ception. Rather, we consider all falsehoods that have
been studied and hope to use the accumulated literature
to learn about people’s successes in engineering vari-
ous forms of deception. We will credit people for their
successes at perpetrating deceit and note some unin-
tended consequences of observers’ moralistic stance.

Research on Detection Accuracy

To understand deception, researchers conduct ex-
periments. They arrange for people to lie and tell the
truth, and for others to judge the veracity of the result-
ing statements. For convenience, we call the people
who lie in these experiments senders, the truthful and
deceptive statements messages, and the people who
judge these messages receivers. We are interested in
receivers’ accuracy in judging senders’ veracity. We do
not review all attempts at lie detection. Rather, we con-
fine attention to receivers who must judge deceit with-
out the aid of polygraphs, fMRIs, or other physiologi-
cal devices—receivers who judge deception from a
brief encounter with an unfamiliar sender in real time.
These deception judgments are based on verbal content
and the liar’s behavior. Here we review earlier summa-
ries of this research.

Often, lie detection abilities are expressed on a fa-
miliar scale: percentage correct. In relevant experi-
ments, receivers classify messages as either lies or
truths; hence, across messages, the percentage of mes-
sages a receiver correctly classifies can be used as an
index of his or her detection ability. Ordinarily, half of
the messages a receiver encounters are truths, and half
are lies; hence, by guessing a receiver could expect to
achieve 50% correct classifications.

Kraut (1980) offered a statistical summary of re-
sults from 10 such experiments. Finding a mean accu-
racy rate of 57%, Kraut concluded that “the accuracy
of human lie detectors is low.” In a summary of 39
studies published after 1980, Vrij (2000) replicated
Kraut’s finding, discovering that receivers of more re-
cent research achieve an average of 56.6% accuracy.
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Along with narrative reviews of the research literature,
these statistical summaries have inspired a consen-
sus—"it is considered virtually axiomatic ... that indi-
viduals are at best inaccurate at deception detection™
(Hubbell, Mitchell, & Gee, 2001, p. 115).

Although it may be “virtually axiomatic™ that peo-
ple are poor at detecting deception, we are reluctant to
accept this conclusion on the basis of existing work.
We agree that in 50 (or so) pertinent studies people
achieved 50% to 60% correct when classifying mes-
sages as lies or truths. However, meta-analyses of per-
centage correct omitted evidence relevant to ascertain-
ing the accuracy of deception judgments. In the
omitted experiments, receivers rated the veracity of
lies and truths on multipoint rating scales. Accuracy
was not gauged in terms of percentage correct but as a
difference between the rated veracity of truths versus
the rated veracity of lies.

Three statistical summaries of lie detection accu-
racy have incorporated rated-veracity results. They
quantify the degree to which lies can be discriminated
from truths by a standardized mean difference (d): the
mean difference between obtained and chance accu-
racy in a study divided by a standard deviation from
that study. Applying this metric to the results of 16
early studies, DePaulo, Zuckerman, and Rosenthal
(1980) calculated a median d of .86 standard devia-
tions. Twenty years later, Mattson, Allen, Ryan, and
Miller (2000) found an average difference between
the judged veracity of lies and truths of d = 1.07 stan-
dard deviations in 7 studies of organizational decep-
tion. Assessing the accuracy of deception judgments
in various media, Zuckerman, DePaulo, and
Rosenthal (1981) found that receivers who have ac-
cess to speech regard lies as less credible than truths
with a mean d = 1.14.

How strong are the levels of lie detection found in
these rated-veracity reviews? To answer this question,
it may be helpful to consider results found in other
lines of research. From a large-scale compilation,
Richard, Bond, and Stokes-Zoota (2003) developed
empirical guidelines for evaluating effect sizes. These
scholars described a d of .20 as small, a d of .40 as me-
dium, and a d of .60 as large because these values
would be larger than the average standardized mean
differences found in 30%, 50%, and 75% of 474 social
psychological research literatures the scholars re-
viewed. Compared with these reference values, people
would seem to have a strong ability to detect deception.
The median d of .86 standard deviations found by
DePaulo et al. (1980) would place lie detection accu-
racy at roughly the 85th percentile in size, relative to
474 social psychological effects (Richard et al., 2003).
The ability to detect audible lies (mean d = 1.14 stan-
dard deviations; Zuckerman et al., 1981) is even better,
ranking at the 95th percentile of 474 social psychologi-
cal effects.

While amassing evidence on receivers’ accuracy in
discriminating lies from truths, scholars have been in-
terested in a more general judgmental tendency—a
bias to perceive messages as truthful. By virtue of the
bias, truthful messages are more often detected than
deceptive messages. Summarizing 15 studies,
Zuckerman et al. (1981) express this accuracy differ-
ence in standard deviation units and find a mean d =
.86. Vrij (2000) summarizes 9 percentage-correct stud-
ies to find a strong truth bias—a mean of 61.5% truth
judgments, 67% accuracy for truths, and 44% accuracy
for lies.

This Review

Given the moral and legal significance of deception,
it is important to know how often people are duped. Al-
though previous work provides some hints about peo-
ple’s success in deceiving others, the work has limita-
tions. The largest review to date is based on 39 research
studies. Here we summarize evidence from 206 stud-
ies. Some of the previous reviews express the accuracy
of deception judgments as a standardized mean differ-
ence, whereas others gauge accuracy in terms of per-
centage correct. Each of these measures has limita-
tions. Standardized mean differences can be hard to
interpret (Bond, Wiitala, & Richard, 2003), and
meta-analyses of percentage correct cannot include re-
sults on rating scale judgments of deception.

Here we assess the accuracy of deception judg-
ments in terms of percentage correct, the standardized
mean difference, and with some indexes that statisti-
cians favor—the log odds ratio and d’ (Swets, 1996).
Perhaps the pattern of results across various measures
of accuracy can help resolve a tension in earlier
meta-analytic results—between the strong detection
abilities implied by standardized results and an “ax-
iom” of inaccurate lie detection in percentage correct
(Hubbell et al., 2001).

Some have thought that detection performances
vary only slightly across situations (Kalbfleisch,
1990), whereas others have concluded that perfor-
mance variance across situations is considerable
(Miller & Stiff, 1993). Here we provide the first test
to date of the possibility that there is no variance in
detection performances across situations. Assuming
that there is such variance, we provide the first esti-
mates to date of the magnitude of these situational
differences. We also have the opportunity to docu-
ment the impact of various factors on the accuracy of
deception judgments, like the medium in which de-
ception is attempted, the liar’s motivation, and the
judge’s expertise. The evidence may have implica-
tions for theories of deception, including our double
standard framework.
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Method

Literature Search Procedures

To locate relevant studies, we conducted computer-
based searches of Psychological Abstracts, Psyclnfo,
PsycLit, Communication Abstracts, Dissertation Ab-
stracts International, WorldCat, and Yahoo through
August of 2005 using the keywords deception, deceit,
and lie detection; searched the Social Sciences Citation
Index for papers that cited key references, examined
reference lists from previous reviews (DePaulo, Stone,
& Lassiter, 1985; Zuckerman et al., 1981); and re-
viewed the references cited in more than 300 articles
on the communication of deception from our personal
files plus all references cited in every article we found.
We sent letters requesting papers to scholars who had
published relevant articles.

Criteria for Inclusion and Exclusion
of Studies

Our goal was to summarize all English-language re-
ports of original research on the accuracy of judgments
of lies and truths available to us prior to September
2005. To be included in this review, a document had to
report a measure of accuracy in discriminating lies
from truths.

We excluded studies in which individuals judged
only lies and those in which individuals judged only
truths. We excluded studies in which judges received
experimental training or instructions about how to de-
tect deception, studies in which judges received atten-
tion-focusing instructions, studies in which senders
and receivers knew one another prior to the study, and
studies in which individuals could incorporate into
their judgments systematic aids to lie detection (e.g.,
polygraph records, Criterion-Based Content Analysis,
or behavior codings from repeated viewings of a video-
tape). We excluded reports that were not in English,
judgments for lies and truths told by senders who were
less than 17 years old, and judgments made by receiv-
ers who were less than 17. We excluded reports in
which senders role-played an imagined person in an
imagined situation. We also excluded all results on im-
plicit deception judgments (implicit judgments having
recently been meta-analyzed by DePaulo et al., 2003),
and on judgments of affect (even affects that people
were trying to conceal). We uncovered 206 documents
that satisfied our inclusion criteria. For a listing
of these documents, see Appendix A, which is avail-
able online at: http://www.leaonline.com/doi/pdf/
10.1207/s15327957/pspr1003_2A.

Identifying Independent Samples

Research studies in this literature exhibit two forms
of interdependence: sender interdependence and re-
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ceiver interdependence. Senders are interdependent
when the lies and truths told by a given sample of send-
ers are shown to multiple samples of judges. Receivers
are interdependent when researchers report multiple
measures of lie—truth accuracy for a given sample of
judges. The unit of aggregation in the current
meta-analysis is the receiver sample. The following
primary analyses extract one measure of lie—truth dis-
crimination accuracy from each independent sample of
judges—even in those cases in which several samples
are judging the same lies and truths. For these analyses,
our data set consists of 384 independent samples. To
assess the impact of moderator variables, we disaggre-
gated receiver samples to reflect within-receiver
experimental manipulations.

Variables Coded From Each Report

From each report, we sought information about the
following variables: (a) number of senders, (b) number
of receivers, (c) percentage correct, (d) percentage
truth, (e) an accuracy standardized mean difference, (f)
sender motivation, (g) receiver motivation, (h) sender
preparation, (i) sender interaction, (j) receiver exper-
tise, (k) judgment medium, and (1) baseline exposure.
For our coding of these variables in each of 384 re-
ceiver samples, see Appendix B online at: http://www.
leaonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1207/ s15327957/pspr1003_2B.

Let us explain these variables. The number of send-
ers and number of receivers were coded from each doc-
ument. From each document that reported results on
dichotomous lie-or-truth classifications, we noted per-
centage correct—more precisely, the unweighted aver-
age of the percentage of truthful messages correctly
classified and the percentage of deceptive messages
correctly classified. Of our 384 receiver samples, 343
judged 509 lies and 50% truths. In these cases, the un-
weighted average was the overall percentage correct.
Whenever authors reported the overall percentage of
messages classified as truthful, this percenrage truth
judgments was coded. From each document that re-
ported results on rating-scale veracity judgments, we
noted an accuracy standardized mean difference—de-
fining d as the mean veracity rating of truths minus the
mean veracity rating of lies divided by a standard devi-
ation. As Kalbfleisch (1990) noted, deception re-
searchers’ reporting of standard deviations poses chal-
lenges for meta-analysts. Whenever possible, we used
as our standard deviation a pooled within-message
standard deviation across receivers. In such cases, we
would note the variance across receivers in judgments
of the veracity of truthful messages and the variance
across receivers in judgments of the veracity of decep-
tive messages, before taking the square root of the av-
erage of these two variances. When necessary, we used
other standard deviations—for example, the standard
deviation across receivers in the difference between the
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Figure 1. Stem-and-leaf plots.
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Figure 2. Mean percent correct by number of judgments.

These weighted techniques reveal a mean of
53.46% correct lie-truth classifications; 95% confi-
dence interval = 53.31% to 53.59%. This mean is sig-
nificantly greater than 50%, #(7,994) = 39.78, p <
.0001. Between-study variability (though small in size)
is greater than would be expected by chance, F, (283,
3658) = 12.61, p <.0001.

Standardized Mean Differences

Having found that dichotomous lie-or-truth classifi-
cations are correct slightly more than half of the time, we
next wished to gauge receivers’ ability to distinguish lies
from truths on multipoint rating scales. In relevant stud-
ies, accuracy is operationalized as the mean honesty rat-
ing of truthful messages minus the mean honesty rating
of deceptive messages. Because different rating scales
are used in different studies, it is necessary to standard-
ize these results before summarizing them. To do so, we
divide the mean difference in a study between the rated
honesty of truths and lies by a standard deviation from
thatstudy. Earlier meta-analyses gave usreason toimag-
ine that rating-scale lie—truth discrimination might be
sizeable, yielding mean differences in the range of .86
standard deviations (DePaulo et al., 1980) or 1.14 stan-
dard deviations (Zuckerman et al., 1981).

We found 107 samples of receivers who rated decep-
tive and truthful messages on multipointscales. Foreach
of these samples, we computed a standardized differ-
ence between means (d). The unweighted mean d was
.35 (s=.47). The ds at the first, second, and third quartile
were .09,.31, and .67. By fixed-effects methods (Lipsey
& Wilson, 2001), the weighted mean d for lie-truth dis-
crimination is .34; 95% confidence interval = .31 to .38.
There is statistically significant heterogeneity inthe size
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of these Cohen’s ds, Q(106) =458.74, p <.01. Receiver
sampling error accounts for 21.92% of the observed
variance in effect sizes, and the true standard deviation
in these standardized mean differences is .37. It is note-
worthy that the level of lie—truth discrimination we find
in 107 studies of rated veracity (meand=.35)is less than
half as large as the levels reported in earlier rating re-
views (where s exceeded .85).

Existing summaries led us to suspectthatlies might be
better discriminated from truths when the discrimination
was attempted on multipoint rating scales rather than
with dichotomous classifications. To assess this suspi-
cion, we also computed a standardized mean difference
for each study in which participants made lie-or-truth
classifications. In such cases, the relevant measure is the
mean percentage of truthful messages classified as truths
minus the mean percentage of deceptive messages clas-
sified as truths divided by a standard deviation.

The dichotomous standardized mean differences
yielded a weighted mean of .42 in 216 samples from
which they could be computed. Values at the first, sec-
ond, and third quartile were .02, .50, and 1.04. For 61
other samples, no standard deviation in percentage cor-
rect lie—truth classifications was reported. There we
used the binomial distribution to impute a within-
message standard deviation across receivers and found
a weighted mean d of .40.

As these computations indicate, the standardized
mean difference in the perceived truthfulness of truths
and lies is smaller when receivers use rating scales,
rather than when they make lie-or-truth classifications,
weighted mean ds = .34 versus 41; for the difference,
O(1)=28.86, p <.05. Combining together lie—truth dis-
crimination results from all 384 receiver samples, we
find weighted and unweighted mean ds of .39 and .49,
respectively. The median d is .39. Standardized mean
differences can be converted to Pearson product—mo-
ment correlation coefficients. If we convert each d to
an r and cumulate the latter in the usual way, we find an
unweighted mean accuracy r=.19 and r corresponding
to the weighted Fisher's Z = .21.

Here lie-truth discrimination abilities produce a
weighted mean d of approximately .40. This is consid-
erably smaller than the ds of .86, 1.07, and 1.14 re-
ported in earlier rated-veracity reviews. Even so, the
ability to discriminate lies from truths at this level
should not be dismissed. Many widely cited effects in
social psychology are smaller than this one. Indeed,
our d of .39 (or r of .21) would rank above the 60th per-
centile in size, relative to 474 social psychological ef-
fects compiled by Richard et al. (2003).

Percentage Judged True

Deception judgments can have large consequences
whether or not they are correct. Thus, it is important to
understand factors that may bias the judgments in one
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Table 3. Motivated and Unmotivated Deception Within and Between Studies

Within Studies
Comparison k Weighted Mean Accuracy d (95% CI)
Motivated Versus Unmotivated 42 AT (2 .047) Motivated is more accurate
Between Studies
k Raw M (95% CI) Adjusted M
Total Truth Classifications
No Motivation 130 57.24% (£ .28) 57.19%
Motivation 85 53.43% (£ .15) 55.66%
For the Difference r(1,021)=8.07
p<.001
Correct Lie—Truth Classifications
No Motivation 177 53.36% (£ .21) 53.43%
Motivation 125 53.85% (£ .27) 53.27%
For the Difference £(506) = 1.01
Accuracy d
No Motivation 231 462 (+.026) .396
Motivation 170 397 (£ .028) 2T L
For the Difference Q(1)y=10.80 Q(1)=1.53 ns.
p<.0l

.001. However, motivation has no effect on how truth-
ful a sender sounds, ¢'(137) = 1.31, n.s.

The bottom two thirds of Table 3 displays be-
tween-study evidence on sender motivation and
lie—truth discrimination. Here it does not appear that
motivation makes liars easier to detect.

Preparation.  Sometimes the need to lie appears
without warning, and people are unprepared for the de-
ceptions they attempt. On other occasions, the need has
been anticipated, and a line has been prepared. In prin-
ciple, the opportunity to prepare might influence a
liar’s success.

To examine this possibility, we identified 15 stud-
ies that experimentally manipulated a sender’s time to
prepare lies. These studies reported 24 experimental
effects of sender preparation on the accuracy of
lie—truth judgments and 10 experimental effects on
the sender’s general tendency to appear truthful. A
fixed-effects standardized meta-analysis shows that
receivers achieve higher lie—truth detection accuracy
when judging unplanned rather than planned mes-
sages (weighted mean d = —.144, Z = 449, p < .01),
and that planned messages appear more truthful than
unplanned messages (weighted mean d = .133, Z =
2.35, p < .05).

Relevant between-study evidence is displayed in
Table 4. Although the results there for judgment accu-
racy are mixed, they suggest that it may be harder to
discriminate deceptive from truthful messages when
the messages are planned. Unlike the within-study evi-
dence, between-study comparisons suggest that
planned messages appear slightly less honest than
spontaneous messages.

Baseline exposure to sender.  The meta-analysis
presented here focuses on judgments of deception
among strangers. Even so, we included in the analysis
38 samples in which perceivers were exposed to a tar-
get before making judgments of that target. We also in-
cluded 28 samples in which perceivers judged a given
target eight or more times and 4 samples in which
perceivers made a forced choice between a target’s lie
and that same target’s truth. For purposes of the follow-
ing analyses, all of these receivers were deemed to
have received a baseline exposure to the target.

For a controlled analysis, we identified 21 experi-
mental comparisons of the detection of a target’s mes-
sages by judges who had (vs. judges who had not) been
previously exposed to that target. All of these compari-
sons were made on percentage correct lie—truth judg-
ments. Results indicate that baseline exposure im-
proves lie—truth discrimination: Receivers achieve a
mean of 55.91% accuracy when given a baseline expo-
sure versus 52.26% accuracy in the absence of any ex-
posure, t'(364) = 6.37, p < .0L.

Between-study evidence on the impact of baseline
exposure is displayed in Table 5. Results there suggest
that baseline exposure may improve judgmental accu-
racy. At the same time, senders who are familiar to the
receiver are likely to be given the benefit of the doubt,
as results on the percentage of truth judgments indi-
cates. Consistent with our double-standard framework,
people are reluctant to imply that someone familiar to
them is a liar.

Interaction. In many studies, people lie when
alone or in the presence of a passive experimenter. In
other studies, people are involved in social interactions
when lying. Sometimes, the interaction partner is at-
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For between-study evidence on the impact of inter-
action, see Table 6. There it is again clear that receivers
are inclined to judge their interaction partners as truth-
ful. Overall patterns in the literature suggest that
third-party observers are better than interaction part-
ners at discriminating lies from truths. In our view, the
reluctance to attribute deception to interaction partners
results from an unwanted dispositional implication—
of insinuating that the partner is a liar.

Receiver expertise. In most research, college
students function as the judges of deception. Perhaps
people who had more experience would be better at
judging deceit. To assess this possibility, we identified
studies of deception experts. These are individuals
whose occupations expose them to lies. They include
law enforcement personnel, judges, psychiatrists, job
interviewers, and auditors—anyone whom deception
researchers regard as experts.

In 19 studies. expert and nonexpert receivers judged
the veracity of the same set of messages. From these
studies, we extracted 20 independent expert—honexpert
comparisons and expressed each as a standardized
mean difference. This cumulation yields no evidence
that experts are superior to nonexperts in discriminat-
ing lies from truths; weighted mean d = -.025, 95%
confidence interval = —.105 t0.055. Indeed, the direc-
tion of the within-study difference favors higher non-

Table 6. Sender Interaction Within and Between Studies

expert accuracy, though this difference is not statisti-
cally significant, Z=—.61, n.s. Within-study compari-
sons also reveal no statistically significant difference
between experts and nonexperts in the tendency to per-
ceive others as truthful; weighted mean percentage
truth judgments = 54.09% and 55.74% for experts and
nonexperts, respectively; 1'(246) = 1.41.

For a broader assessment of experts’ deception
judgments, see Table 7. From the between-study evi-
dence, it would appear that experts are more skeptical
than nonexperts, being less inclined to believe that peo-
ple are truthful. Having been targets of deceit in their
professional roles, experts may have surmounted the
usual reluctance to imply that people are liars. If raw
between-study comparisons suggest that experts may
be better than nonexperts at discriminating lies from
truths, it is clear that experts are not good lie detectors.
On the average, they achieve less than 55% lie—truth
discrimination accuracy. In any case, experts’ apparent
superiority in lie—truth discrimination disappears when
means are statistically adjusted.

Publication status,  Lie detection results might
influence the likelihood of a research project being
published. To assess this possibility, we did a few other
analyses. These reveal no statistically significant dif-
ferences between published and unpublished studies in
lie—truth discrimination performances. For example,

Within Studies
Comparison k Weighted Mean Accuracy d (95% CI)*
Interaction With Receiver Versus Third Party 10 081 (= .094)

Between Studies

k Raw M (95% CI) Adjusted M
Total Truth Classifications
No Interaction 66 54.51% (= .34) 57.58%
Interaction With Receiver 13 65.32% (£ 2.05) 61.60%
Interaction With Third Party 128 55.51% (£ .28) 56.27%
For the Differences F.(2,1403) =58.15
p<.001
Correct Lie—Truth Classifications
No Interaction 85 52.56% (+.27) 52.60%
Interaction With Receiver 18 52.27% (+ 1.68) 52.75%
Interaction With Third Party 189 54.06% (£ .20) 53.97%
For the Differences F.(2,2051)=37.67
p<.001
Accuracy d
No Interaction 127 375 (= .036) 302
Interaction With Receiver 33 234 (= .076) 16
Interaction With Third Party 224 416 (£.027) A71
For the Differences 0(2)=20.24 2(2)=57.14
p<.01 p=<.001

“For within-study comparisons here and elsewhere, positive ds imply that lie/truth discrimination was higher in the condition listed first in the
comparison; negative ds imply that it was higher in the condition listed second. In cases where the comparison is statistically significant (at p <
[05), the condition that shows higher accuracy is noted in the table. PPercentages here and in later tables are precision weighted in the manner de-

seribed by Bond, Wiitala, and Richard (2003).
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Like earlier reviewers, we find that people are more
inclined to judge deceptive messages as truthful than
truthful messages as deceptive. No doubt, receivers
contribute to this truth bias, but senders’ contributions
should also be acknowledged. When people try to ap-
pear truthful, their efforts are rewarded, the accumu-
lated literature shows. The relative impact of senders
and receivers on the truth bias remains to be deter-
mined. In the meantime, the present contribution is to
document the magnitude of this effect. Across 206
studies, people render a mean of some 56% truth judg-
ments. However, this figure may understate the pre-
sumption of truth telling in real life. If in their daily in-
teractions people accept without reflection much of
what they hear, in the laboratory they are forced to
make veracity judgments. Thus, researchers circum-
vent some of the usual impediments to inferring de-
ceit—social norms that discourage skepticism, liars’
tactics for preempting suspicion, and a cognitive iner-
tia that would be disrupted by critical inquiry (Levine
et al., 1999).

We see a pattern in this research literature. In their
reading of the literature, scholars find an unwanted im-
plication—that people can barely discriminate lies from
truths. Heirs to the moralistic tradition, scholars resist
this implication by identifying a feature of researchers’
methods that could in principle explain low lie—truth
discrimination rates. They label the feature an artifact,
correct the error, run a study, and announce that their
findings are uniquely valid. Sometimes, the method-
ological correction yields a higher than average detec-
tionrate, and sometimes it does not. Never, however, has
this quest for accuracy yielded levels of lie detection that
would be of much practical use. Occasionally, a re-
searcher finds a detection rate of 70% (or so) and pro-
claims a momentous discovery. However, those rates
occur on tests that include only a small number of mes-
sages and are attained by only a subset of the receivers
(oronasubsetofthe tests) studied. From ameta-analytic
perspective, random variation is the most plausible ex-
planation for the occasionally high detection rate, as the
funnel pattern in Figure 2 suggests.

Rather than marveling at the outliers in this litera-
ture, we are more impressed by the regularity of the re-
sults obtained. Despite decades of research effort to
maximize the accuracy of deception judgments, detec-
tion rates rarely budge. Professionals’ judgments,
interactants’ judgments, judgments of high-stakes lies,
judgments of unsanctioned lies, judgments made by
long-term acquaintances—all reveal detection rates
within a few points of 50%. We wonder if it is prema-
ture to abort the quest for 90% lie detection and accept
the conclusion implied by the first 384 research sam-
ples—that to people who must judge deception in real
time with no special aids, many lies are undetectable.

Although rates of lie detection vary within a narrow
range, the variation is not random. Some factors facili-

tate lie—truth discrimination, and others impede it, our
meta-analytic results confirm. The medium in which
deception is attempted affects its likelihood of detec-
tion—lies being more detectable when they can be
heard. By contrast, facial behaviors provide no indica-
tion of a speaker’s veracity, corroborating the theory
that the face is well controlled (Ekman & Friesen,
1969). Ekman and Friesen also suggested that bodily
behaviors go uncontrolled, and hence should be indica-
tive of deceit. Unfortunately, the latter hypothesis has
so rarely been tested that its validity remains unknown.
A more recent perspective (Buller & Burgoon, 1996)
emphasized the role of social interaction in deception
judgments. The accumulated research suggests that lies
told in the midst of social interaction are spotted by on-
lookers, vet they are fooling the liar’s interaction part-
ner. However, controlled experiments show no ditfer-
ence in lie detection by interaction partners as opposed
to onlookers. As common sense might have predicted,
judges achieve better lie—truth discrimination if they
have abaseline exposure to the sender and ifthe senderis
unprepared. The accumulated evidence suggests that
people who are motivated to be believed look deceptive
whether or not they are lying. Expert judges may be
slightly more skeptical than novices. Relative to nov-
ices, experts may (or may not) be better at lie—truth dis-
crimination; in any case, they make many mistakes.

The Double Standard

Having reviewed the research literature on decep-
tion judgments and cataloged some factors that influ-
ence detection accuracy, let us note the relevance of our
favored framework for understanding this subject—
our assumption that people judge others’ deceptions
more harshly than their own.

We do not regard this meta-analysis as a test of the
notion of a double standard. In our view, no test for so
obvious an idea is needed—though relevant evidence
can be found in primary research (Gordon & Miller,
2000). Instead, we begin with the premise that people
construe others’ lies more critically than their own and
explore the implications of this premise for under-
standing research findings.

Indignant at the prospect of being duped, people pro-
ject onto the deceptive a host of morally fueled emo-
tions—anxiety, shame, and guilt. Drawing on this ste-
reotype to assess others’ veracity, people find that the
stereotype seldom fits. In underestimating the liar’s ca-
pacity for self-rationalization, judges’ moralistic stereo-
type has the unintended effect of enabling successful de-
ceit. Because deceptive torment resides primarily in the
judge’s imagination, many lies are mistaken for truths.
When torment is perceived, itis often not aconsequence
of deception but of a speaker’s motivation to be believed.
High stakes rarely make people feel guilty about lying;
more often, they allow deceit to be easily rationalized.
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from their research other potential cues to deception.
They have restricted the time span over which issues of
deception can be pondered, blinded judges to the moti-
vational contingencies surrounding deceit, and neutral-
ized naturally occurring correlates of the propensity to
lie.

In experiments, judges encounter a message and
must judge the veracity of that message on the spot,
with no time to gather additional information. Outside
the laboratory, additional information is important.
When asked to describe their discovery of a lie, people
rarely state that the discovery was prompted by behav-
iors displayed at the time of the attempted deception.
Rather, they say that lie detection took days, weeks, or
even months, and involved physical evidence or third
parties (Park et al., 2002). Surely, motivational infor-
mation conditions real-world deception judgments—
when, for instance, jurors discount expert testimony af-
ter learning that the expert received a fee (Hilton, Fein,
& Miller, 1993). In venues of frequent deception, peo-
ple may base their veracity judgments more strongly
on perceived incentives than any behavioral informa-
tion. People differ widely in the propensity to lie
(Kashy & DePaulo, 1996), and this individual differ-
ence may be discernable (Bond, Berry, & Omar, 1994).
Researchers bypass naturally occurring correlates of
deceptiveness by compelling lies from every experi-
mental participant—even those who are loath to lie.
Future studies will be needed to explore the impact on
lie detection of these and other forms of extra-
behavioral information. Perhaps the 90% lie detection
barrier will someday be broken.

In the meantime, we have accumulated knowledge
about judgments of deception from speech content and
behavior. Yes, people often fail in their efforts to divine
deception, and this raises questions about the Ameri-
can legal system, in which jurors are responsible for
detecting lies. It is important also to note that research
participants often fail when trying to dupe others. Per-
haps it would be unsurprising if liars and would-be de-
tectors had arrived at an equilibrium. If liars were
much better, truth telling would be less common; if de-
tectors were much better, few lies would be attempted.
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