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Abstract 

Background. We examined a new method to encourage interviewees to say more, the 

Ghostwriter method, and examined its effect on eliciting information and cues to 

deceit. 

Method.  A total of 150 truth tellers and liars either told the truth about a trip they 

made in the last twelve months or pretended to have made such a trip. They were 

allocated to a Control condition, a ‘Be detailed’ condition in which they were 

encouraged to report even small details and a Ghostwriter condition in which they 

were told to imagine talking to a ghostwriter. The dependent variables were details, 

complications, common knowledge details, self-handicapping strategies, proportion 

of complications, plausibility and verifiable sources. 

Results. The Ghostwriter condition elicited more details and revealed in plausibility a 

stronger cue to deceit than the other two conditions.  

Conclusion.  The Ghostwriter method appears to be a promising tool for eliciting 

information and cues to deceit. 
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Encouraging interviewees to say more and deception: The Ghostwriter method 

 In the last decade researchers started to design interview protocols aimed at 

eliciting or enhancing cues to deceit (Vrij & Granhag, 2012). Prime examples are 

Assessment Criteria Indicative of Deception (Colwell, Hiscock-Anisman, & Fede, 

2013), Cognitive Credibility Assessment (Vrij, Fisher, & Blank, 2017a), the Strategic 

Use of Evidence (Granhag & Hartwig, 2015; Hartwig, Granhag & Luke, 2014) and 

the Verifiability Approach (Nahari, 2018; Vrij & Nahari, 2019). Cognitive Credibility 

Assessment includes the ‘encouraging interviewees to say more’ tool. Its core is that 

truth tellers do not spontaneously report all they know in interviews (Vrij, Hope, & 

Fisher, 2014), because (i) they have difficulties with retrieving the information from 

their memory and/or because (ii) they are unaware how much detail they should 

provide. Inviting interviewees to sketch while narrating is a method to facilitate 

retrieval from memory (Vrij et al., 2018c), whereas exposing interviewees to a Model 

Statement is a method to raise interviewees’ expectations about how much 

information they need to provide (Leal, Vrij, Warmelink, Vernham, & Fisher, 2015). 

The Ghostwriter method, introduced in this article, is another method to raise 

interviewees’ expectations about how much information they are expected to provide 

in an interview. We developed it after discussing the Model Statement method with 

practitioners.  

 A Model Statement is a detailed example of an account unrelated to the topic 

of investigation (Leal et al., 2015). Exposing interviewees to a Model Statement 

works as a social comparison (Festinger, 1954) and raises the expectations amongst 

interviewees about how much information they are expected to report (Ewens et al., 

2016). It raises such expectations in truth tellers as well as liars, with the result that 

both groups report a similar amount of extra detail after being exposed to a Model 
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Statement (Vrij, Leal, & Fisher, 2018a). However, the types of detail truth tellers and 

liars report after exposure to a Model Statement appear to differ. Truth tellers reported 

more complications than liars (Vrij et al., 2107b, 2018a), whereas liars reported more 

peripheral details than truth tellers (Leal, Vrij, Deeb, & Jupe, 2018a; Vrij et al., 

2018a). Truth tellers’ stories also sounded more plausible than liars’ stories (Leal et 

al., 2015). 

 When discussing the Model Statement with practitioners, two issues came to 

light. First, they expressed a desire to receive more techniques that will encourage 

interviewees to say more. The reason is that eliciting as much information as possible 

is a key aspect of investigative interviewing (Fisher, 2010; Vrij et al., 2014). 

Practitioners consider it a bonus that a Model Statement not only results in more 

information, but also in cues to deceit. Second, some practitioners are reluctant to use 

an existing Model Statement and prefer to design their own Model Statement. 

Everyone has a preference what type of story s/he likes and/or what story comes close 

to his/her own experiences and perhaps this likeability and recognition affects what 

s/he wants to use. That could easily lead to problems, particularly when practitioners 

make up a Model Statement on the spot that (i) does not sound authentic enough, (ii) 

is not detailed enough and (iii) is topic-wise too close to the topic of investigation, so 

that it could give liars an idea about what details to report (Vrij et al., 2018a).  

 As an alternative to a Model Statement, an interviewer could perhaps instruct 

the interviewee to report all details they remember, even details they consider not 

important. We are not convinced that this would be effective. This request is an 

instruction and instructions are not always easy to follow (Vrij et al., 2018a). A better 

result could be achieved by providing an example –such as the Model Statement– 

because examples are easier to follow (Vrij et al., 2018a). A better alternative than the 
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instruction to be detailed could be to ask the interviewee to imagine that s/he is 

talking to a ghostwriter. Most people have probably heard about this concept before 

and probably know how it works: When talking to a ghostwriter it would be essential 

to include all details, even the tiny insignificant ones, because part of the 

ghostwriter’s skill lies in determining what the most interesting parts of a story are. A 

Ghostwriter instruction may be effective because it gives the interviewee maximum 

freedom to report his/her story in whatever way s/he wants, because the ghostwriter 

will cut out the uninteresting parts, and will structure and polish the remaining parts. 

The unstructured nature of reporting to a Ghostwriter may also result in associations 

in which one memory may lead to another memory and no reluctance on the 

interviewee’s side to report these associations.  

 Similar to a Model Statement, a ghostwriter instruction could encourage 

interviewees to say more. However, as with the Model Statement, this would probably 

be the case for truth tellers and liars alike. Similar to Model Statement research, we 

therefore examined the types of detail truth tellers and liars reported (complications, 

common knowledge details and self-handicapping strategies, Vrij et al., 2017b) and 

plausibility (Leal et al., 2015).  

 Vrij et al. (2017b) found that truth tellers reported more complications than 

liars, particularly after listening to a Model Statement (Veracity x Model Statement 

interaction). A complication is an occurrence that makes a situation more difficult to 

report than necessary (Vrij et al., 2018d) (“The hotel room was double booked, so 

they had to find us a different hotel”). Truth tellers are thought to report more 

complications than liars because liars prefer to keep their stories simple (Hartwig, 

Granhag, & Strömwall, 2007), whereas reporting complications makes the story more 

complex. Truth tellers may have reported more complications than liars particularly 
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after listening to a Model Statement, because reporting complications is typically not 

necessary to describe main events. Therefore, only after being encouraged to tell all 

they remember, truth tellers will start to report complications.  

 Common knowledge details are strongly invoked stereotypical information 

about events (Vrij et al., 2018d) (“I went to the Van Gogh museum in Amsterdam and 

saw many Van Gogh’s paintings”). Liars are thought to report more common 

knowledge details than truth tellers. Liars lack the personal experience to add 

meaningful personal details when describing an activity. Self-handicapping strategies 

are justifications as to why someone is not able to provide information (Vrij et al., 

2018d). (“I can’t tell you the name of the street, it has a Dutch name and I don’t speak 

Dutch”). Liars are thought to report more self-handicapping strategies than truth 

tellers. For liars, not providing too many details sounds like an attractive strategy, but 

if they do not give enough details they run the risk they will not be believed. A 

possible solution is to offer a justification for not being able to report details. Vrij et 

al. (2017b) found no Veracity x Model Statement interaction effects for common 

knowledge details and self-handicapping strategies. 

 Leal et al. (2015) found that the statements by both truth tellers and liars were 

considerably longer in the Model Statement present than in the Model Statement 

absent condition. Furthermore, in the Model Statement present condition, truth tellers’ 

stories sounded more plausible than liars’ stories, whereas no difference in 

plausibility emerged in the Model Statement absent condition. To explain these 

findings, Leal et al. (2015) argued that in the Model Statement present condition, liars 

apparently failed to add many details to their stories that also sounded plausible.   

 Finally, we examined reporting verifiable sources, which –to our knowledge– 

has never been examined before in a method aimed to encourage interviewees to say 
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more. Verifiable sources are derived from the Verifiability Approach (VA) (Nahari, 

2018; Vrij & Nahari, 2019). The VA is based on a dilemma that liars face. On the one 

hand, liars prefer to provide many details, because providing details makes a sincere 

impression on observers. On the other hand, liars do not wish to mention too many 

details out of fear that these details may reveal their deceit. A solution for this 

dilemma is to provide details that cannot be verified (Nahari, 2018). Research has 

shown that liars indeed report fewer details that can be checked (e.g., “I saw my 

friend Zvi earlier this morning”) and more details that cannot be checked (“Several 

people walked by when I sat there”) (Nahari, Vrij, & Fisher, 2014). Verifiable details 

are activities that an interviewee says i) s/he carried out with or ii) was witnessed by a 

named or otherwise identifiable person, or iii) was recorded on CCTV. In addition, 

(iv) activities that leave a trace (mobile phone call, text, debit/credit card purchases 

and receipts) are also considered verifiable. Instead of counting the number of 

verifiable details, Leal et al. (2018b) counted the number of verifiable sources (e.g. 

‘my friend Zvi’ in the example above). They argued that investigators probably find it 

easier in real time to count the number of verifiable sources than the number of 

verifiable details. Verifiable sources and verifiable details are related to each other as 

only a verifiable source leads to verifiable details. Leal et al. (2018b) found that truth 

tellers reported more verifiable sources than liars.   

Hypotheses 

 We tested the following hypotheses, which mirrored the findings obtained in 

Model Statement research conducted to date: 

- Hypothesis 1: Across interview conditions, truth tellers will report more details (1a), 

more complications (1b) and more verifiable sources (1c) than liars. They will also 

obtain a higher proportion of complications score (1d) than liars (complications / 
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[complications + common knowledge details + self-handicapping strategies]) and 

their stories will sound more plausible than liars’ stories (1e).   

- Hypothesis 2: Across interview conditions, liars will report more common 

knowledge details (2a) and more self-handicapping strategies (2b) than truth tellers. 

- Hypothesis 3: The Ghostwriter condition will result in more details than the control 

conditions. 

- Hypothesis 4: We further predicted interaction effects; more specifically that the 

effects predicted in Hypotheses 1b and 1e will be most pronounced in the ghostwriter 

condition. Thus, particularly in the Ghostwriter condition, truth tellers will report 

more complications than liars (4a) and truth tellers’ stories will sound more plausible 

than liars’ stories (4b). 

Method 
Participants 

A total of 150 university students and personnel (49 males, 98 females and 

three unknown) took part in the study. Their age ranged from 18 to 56 years with an 

average age of M = 24.41 years (SD = 7.07).  

Procedure  

 We used the same procedure as Vrij et al., 2017b, 2018a, c). Participants were 

recruited via an advert on the university intranets and advertisement leaflets 

distributed in university buildings. The advert explained that the experiment would 

require participants to tell the truth or lie about a trip away that they may (or may not) 

have taken within the last year. Participants were randomly allocated to the veracity 

conditions. Truth tellers were asked to think about a city trip away during the last 12 

months that included at least two nights. They were also told that this trip could not 

involve going home. All truth tellers said that they had made such a city trip in the 

last 12 months. Liars were asked to make up a story about a city trip away during the 
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last 12 months that included at least two nights. It should be a city they had never 

been to before. We gave them a city to discuss, a city previously discussed by a truth 

teller, so that the truth tellers’ and liars’ trips would match. We checked with liars that 

they had never made the city trip we asked them to discuss.  

Participants were then given a computer with internet access. Participants 

were given twenty minutes to prepare for their interview in which they were allowed 

to make notes. Participants were also told that it was important to be convincing 

because, if they did not appear convincing, they would be asked to write a statement 

about what they told the interviewer in the interview. In a pre-interview questionnaire 

the truth tellers and liars rated on three 7-point scale items their thoroughness of 

preparation: 1 (shallow) to 7 (thorough), 1 (insufficient) to 7 (sufficient), 1 (poor) to 7 

(good). The answers to the three scales were averaged (Cronbach’s alpha = .84) into 

an overall ‘thoroughness’ score. Participants were also asked how motivated they 

were to perform well during the interview (1 = not at all motivated and 5 = very 

motivated). Finally, they were asked whether they thought they were given enough 

time to prepare themselves for the interview (1 = insufficient and 7 = sufficient).   

 Participants were randomly allocated to one of three interview conditions. Just 

before the interview started, the experimenter informed the interviewer which city the 

participant would discuss. The interviewer then started the interview by saying: “I 

understand from my colleague that you have visited <city>. I am just going to ask you 

one question, so make sure that you include all the information you want to convey in 

your answer.” In the Control condition the interviewer then asked the following free 

recall question: “Could you please tell me in as much detail as possible everything 

that happened from the moment you started your trip to the moment you left?” In the 
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Be detailed condition an instruction was added to the free recall question: “Please 

think of all the details, big and small, and include these in your account.” 

 In the Ghostwriter condition the concept of a Ghostwriter was introduced (a 

person whose job it is to write books or articles for another individual). It was then 

explained that it is essential for a ghostwriter to hear all the details because part of the 

ghostwriter’s skill lies in determining what the ghostwriter thinks are the most 

interesting parts of a story. The interviewer then said: “What we would like you to do 

is to imagine that you will be speaking to a ghostwriter about the trip you recently 

made. Please think of all the details, big and small, and include these in your account. 

Therefore, if a ghostwriter were to listen to your account they should, in theory, be 

able to make a comprehensive story regarding your trip. Do you understand?” When 

the participant said yes the interviewer continued with the free recall question: 

“Whilst imagining you are talking to a ghostwriter, could you please tell me in as 

much detail as possible everything that happened from the moment you started your 

trip to the moment you left?” 

After the interview, participants completed a post-interview questionnaire, in 

which they were asked to indicate the extent to which they told the truth in the 

interview on an 11-point Likert scale ranging from 0% to 100%. 

Coding 

 The coders, blind to the Veracity condition, were taught the coding scheme by 

the first author who is very experienced in verbal coding. One coder read the 

transcripts and coded each detail in the interview. A detail was defined as a unit of 

information about the trip the interviewee allegedly had made. The following answer 

has seven details: “I went to the Isle of Wight and went to Shanklin, we got on the 
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ferry and I was with my partner and my dog”. Each detail in the answer was coded 

only once; thus repetitions were not coded.  

A second coder coded complications, common knowledge details and self-

handicapping strategies in all transcripts. Similar to the details coding, repetitions 

were not coded. A complication is an occurrence that makes a situation more difficult 

than necessary (Vrij et al., 2018d). Example of complications are (a) “We were 

staying at the Queen’s hotel, but there was no car park for that hotel so we had to 

drive to another one”; (b) “We stayed in a hotel because our friends’ house was too 

small to accommodate us”; and (c) “The taxi driver argued with another taxi driver on 

the road and we were stuck in the taxi”. Common knowledge details refer to strongly 

invoked stereotypical knowledge about events (Vrij et al., 2018d). Examples of 

common knowledge details are: (d) “We stayed at the hotel and had drinks at the hotel 

bar”, (e) “We went around town just seeing all the sights and all the gift shops” and 

(f) “We went to the beach and just relaxed there”. Self-handicapping strategies refer 

to justifications as to why someone is not able to provide information. Examples of 

self-handicapping strategies are: (g) “We had some lunch and then we went to…. my 

memory is terrible, sorry”, (h) “On the train we just slept because we were so tired” 

and (i) “We didn’t have much to do, because we don’t really plan very well”. Based 

on these three scores we computed the proportion of complications score 

(complications / [complications + common knowledge details + self-handicapping 

strategies]) 

The second coder also coded plausibility and verifiable sources. Plausibility 

was defined as ‘How likely is it that the activities happened in the way described’. 

This was coded on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (very implausible) to 7 (very 

plausible). Verifiable sources are: i) people with whom the interviewee carried out 
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activities or ii) whom witnessed their activities; (iii) CCTV camera footage or iv) 

activities that leave a trace such as the use of debit cards, mobile phones, or 

computers. Nearly all verifiable sources in the present experiment fell under the first 

category (“I went with my husband to Brighton”). In this sentence ‘husband’ is the 

verifiable source; in comparison, the sentence contains three verifiable details (I, 

husband, Brighton). 

 A third coder coded 50 transcripts independently from the two coders. Inter-

rater reliability between this coder and each of the other two coders (Intraclass 

correlation coefficient, ICC, Single Measures) was calculated using the two-way 

random effects model measuring consistency as follows: for details (ICC = .69), for 

complications (ICC = .76), for common knowledge details (ICC = .89), for self-

handicapping strategies (ICC = .66), for plausibility (.78), and for verifiable sources 

(ICC = .95).  

Results 

Motivation, preparation time, preparation thoroughness and percentage of truth 

telling 

 A 2 (Veracity) x 3 (Interview Instructions) MANOVA was carried out with 

motivation, preparation time, preparation thoroughness and percentage of truth telling 

as dependent variables. The analysis revealed significant main effects for Veracity, 

F(4, 141) = 200.28, p < .001,  ηp2 = .85 and interview Instructions, F(8, 280) = 2.90, p 

= .004,  ηp2 = .14 and also a significant Veracity X Interview Instructions interaction 

effect, F(8, 280) = 3.09, p = .002,  ηp2 = .13. 

The Veracity results are presented in Table 1. Truth tellers were more 

motivated than liars and liars thought more than truth tellers that the preparation time 

they were given was sufficient. Truth tellers also reported that they had been more 
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truthful than liars in the interviews. No Veracity differences emerged in preparation 

thoroughness. Motivation was measured on a 5-point Likert scale and preparation 

time and preparation thoroughness on 7-point Likert scales. The grand mean shows 

that participants were well motivated (M = 4.35, SD = 0.64), though they were given 

sufficient preparation time (M = 5.67, SD = 1.49) and rated their preparation as 

moderately thorough (M = 4.56, SD = 1.48). Even liars’ motivation was high and 

significantly above the middle point (3) of the scale, t(76) = 16.13, p < .001. Same 

applies to preparation time, t(76) = 13.19, p < .001, and preparation thoroughness 

t(76) = 6.27, p < .001. 

The significant Interview Instructions results are presented in Table 2. 

Participants in the Be detailed condition were more motivated and thought that their 

planning was more thorough than participants in the two other conditions who did not 

differ from each other.  

A significant Veracity x Interviewer Instructions interaction effect emerged 

for preparation time. In the control condition, liars found (M = 6.14, SD = 1.15, 95% 

CI [5.62, 6.66]) that their preparation time was more sufficient than truth tellers (M = 

5.04, SD = 1.79, 95% CI [4.47, 5.62]) and the same pattern of results occurred in the 

Ghostwriter condition (liars: M = 6.32, SD = 0.90, 95% CI [5.77, 6.87]; truth tellers: 

M = 4.92, SD = 1.69, 95% CI [4.38, 5.46]). In the Be detailed condition, truth tellers 

(M = 6.20, SD = 1.15, 95% CI [5.65, 6.75]) thought they had more sufficient 

preparation time than liars (M = 5.26, SD = 1.54, 95% CI [4.69, 5.84]).  

 When we added motivation, preparation thoroughness and preparation time as 

covariates in the hypotheses-testing analyses, none of the covariate effects were 

significant, all F’s < 3.02, all p’s > .080. We therefore present in the hypotheses 

testing section the analysis without the covariates included.  
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Hypotheses Testing   

 A 2 (Veracity) x 3 (Interview Instructions) MANOVA was carried out with 

details, complications, common knowledge details, self-handicapping strategies, 

plausibility and verifiable sources as dependent variables. The analysis revealed 

significant main effects for Veracity, F(6, 139) = 6.16, p < .001,  ηp2 = .21  and for 

Interview Instructions, F(12, 278) = 2.52, p = .004,  ηp2 = .10. The Veracity X 

Interview Instructions interaction effect was not significant, F(12, 278) = 0.93, p = 

.515,  ηp2 = .04. 

Table 1 about here 

 The univariate main effects for Veracity are reported in Table 1. We also 

report Cohen d-values and Bayes Factor statistics. A p-value provides information 

about the statistical relevance but not about the practical importance of an effect (Du 

Prel, Hommel, Röhrig, & Blettner, 2009; Fritz, Morris, & Richler, 2012). In this 

article, we are interested in the practical relevance of the effect and d-values are 

indicators of practical relevance (Fritz et al., 2012). Bayes factor analysis is a method 

to test the probability of the observed data under the null hypothesis compared to the 

alternative hypothesis (Wetzels & Wagenmakers, 2012). A BF10 smaller than 1 

indicates evidence for the absence of an effect (support of the null hypothesis). 

According to the cut-off thresholds provided by Jeffreys (1961), BFs between 1 and 3 

suggest weak evidence, BFs between 3 and 10 suggest strong evidence and BFs > 10 

very strong evidence for the alternative hypothesis. We used the default Cauchy’s 

prior of .707 for the Bayesian t-tests (Lakens, 2016). 

Truth tellers reported more details and more complications than liars, whereas 

liars reported more common knowledge details than truth tellers. Finally, truth tellers’ 

stories sounded more plausible than liars’ stories. The effect sizes for these four 
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variables were medium to large and the Bayes Factor analyses showed very strong 

support for the alternative hypotheses in all four cases. This supports Hypotheses 1a, 

1b, 1e and 2a. The Bayes Factor analyses showed support for the null hypotheses for 

self-handicapping strategies and checkable sources. 

Table 2 about here 

 The univariate main effects for Interview Instructions are presented in Table 2. 

Significant differences emerged for details and plausibility. The Ghostwriter 

condition resulted in more details than the Control condition (d = 0.66, 95% CI [0.25, 

1.05], BF10 = 25.91) and the Be detailed condition (d = 0.79, 95% CI [0.37, 1.19], 

BF10 = 141.59), whereas the Control and Be detailed conditions did not differ from 

each other (d = 0.17, 95% CI [-0.22, 0.56], BF10 = 0.29). This supports Hypothesis 3. 

The stories in the Ghostwriter condition also sounded more plausible than the stories 

in the Control condition (d = 0.48, 95% CI [0.08, 0.87], BF10 = 2.77), and the Be 

detailed condition (d = 0.61, 95% CI [0.20, 1.00], BF10 = 11.02), whereas the Control 

and Be detailed conditions did not differ from each other (d = 0.08, 95% CI [-0.31, 

0.47], BF10 = 0.28).  

Also at a univariate level, none of the interaction effects were significant, all 

F’s < 2.14, all p’s > .122, but this refers to any type of interaction. As we predicted in 

Hypothesis 4 a directional effect for complications and plausibility with specific 

group differences based on theory and research, planned contrasts were conducted to 

explore potential group differences (e.g. Deeb et al., 2017; Nahari & Ben-Shakhar, 

2011; Leal et al., 2018a). The Bayes Factor analyses (Table 1) showed that 

particularly in the Ghostwriter condition, truth-tellers sounded significantly more 

plausible than liars, supporting Hypothesis 4. The Veracity effects for complications 

were similar in all three Interview Instruction conditions, which rejects Hypothesis 4a. 
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For completeness, we also report in Table 1 the results for the remaining four 

variables.  

 Plausibility scores by definition are derived from speech content. We 

correlated the speech cues that were coded with plausibility to examine to what extent 

these cues influenced plausibility. The Pearson correlations showed that plausibility 

was positively correlated with complications (r = .63, p < .001), details (r = .58, p < 

.001) and verifiable sources (r = .43, p < .001) and negatively correlated with 

common knowledge details (r = -.36, p < .001). Plausibility was not correlated with 

self-handicapping strategies (r = -.06, p = .508). 

A 2 (Veracity) x 3 (Interview Instructions) ANOVA was carried out with 

proportion of complications as the dependent variable. The analysis revealed a 

significant main effect for Veracity, F(1, 144) = 41.98, p < .001,  ηp2 = .23. The main 

Interview Instructions effect, F(2, 144) = 0.99, p = .375,  ηp2 = .01, and the Veracity X 

Interview Instructions interaction effect, F(2, 144) = 0.63, p = .534,  ηp2 = .01, were 

not significant. Table 1 shows that truth tellers obtained a higher proportion of 

complications score than liars, supporting Hypothesis 1d. 

Discussion  

 We introduced a new technique to encourage interviewees to say more, the 

Ghostwriter method, and found that it elicited information as well as cues to deceit. A 

tool that elicits both information and cues to deceit is perhaps the most desirable tool 

as it fulfills the two main aims of an investigative interview: Elicit as much 

information as possible from interviewees and be able to assess whether the provided 

information is true (Brandon, 2011, 2014; Loftus, 2011). Eliciting as much 

information as possible is in the literature primarily introduced as a good interview 
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outcome in witness interviews (Fisher, 2010) and in intelligence interviews (Vrij et 

al., 2017c) and a Ghostwriter method may be primarily suitable in such interviews.   

 Regarding eliciting information, the Ghostwriter condition elicited more 

details than the Control and the Be detailed conditions. We believe that the 

Ghostwriter method worked better than the Be detailed instruction, because the 

Ghostwriter method gives interviewees a framework to use when they think about 

what is expected from them. That framework is probably easier to work with than 

following an instruction to be detailed. The Ghostwriter method may have encouraged 

truth tellers to fabricate information. We have no evidence that this was the case. In 

the post-interview questionnaire, participants indicated how much information they 

reported was truthful (in percentages). No significant main effect for Interviewer 

Instructions nor a significant Veracity x Interviewer Instruction interaction effect was 

obtained. However, this does not rule out a fabrication effect and future research 

should examine this.  

 Planned contrasts analyses showed that one difference between truth tellers 

and liars was most pronounced in the Ghostwriter condition: Plausibility. Truth 

tellers’ stories sounded more plausible than liars’ stories, particularly in the 

Ghostwriter condition. A possible explanation is that the Ghostwriter method 

encourages interviewees to say more than they normally would do. Truth tellers could 

therefore consult their memory and provide more information. In contrast, liars had to 

fabricate additional details and apparently struggle to come up with details that also 

sounded plausible. This resembles the finding obtained in Leal et al.’s (2015) Model 

Statement experiment. A Model Statement encouraged interviewees to say more than 

a standard no Model Statement condition, and the difference in plausibility between 

truth tellers and liars was most pronounced in the Model Statement condition.  
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  The Ghostwriter method did not make complications a more diagnostic cue to 

deceit. This is in conflict with Vrij et al.’s (2017b) Model Statement study where it 

was found that truth tellers reported more complications than liars, particularly in the 

Model Statement present condition. We believe the absence of such an effect in the 

current experiment is the result of being a victim of success. Complications was 

already a highly diagnostic cue to distinguish truth tellers from liars in the two other 

conditions, and that result was almost impossible to improve.  

 The Veracity main effects provided a replication of findings typically obtained 

in deception research: Truth tellers reported more details, more complications and 

fewer common knowledge details than liars. Truth tellers also obtained a higher 

proportion of complications score and truth tellers’ stories sounded more plausible 

than liars’ stories. The findings for details and plausibility are relatively well 

established (Amado, Arce, Fariña, & Vilarino, 2016: DePaulo et al., 2003; Vrij, 

2008), but the other findings are relatively new. The effect for verifiable sources was 

significant in the Ghostwriter condition, but not significant in the control condition. 

That means that we did not replicate Leal et al.’s (2018b) findings that truth tellers 

reported more verifiable sources than liars. In all other research concerning the 

Verifiability Approach to date, verifiable details rather than verifiable sources were 

examined and truth tellers typically reported more verifiable details than liars (Vrij & 

Nahari, 2019). This suggests that a Veracity effect may be stronger for verifiable 

details than for verifiable sources, a hypothesis worth examining.  

 The variables complications, common knowledge details, self-handicapping 

strategies and the proportion of complications have now been investigated to our 

knowledge for the sixth time (see Vrij et al. [2017b, 2018b, c, d, e] for the earlier 

studies). Of those variables, complications and the proportion of complications seem 
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to be the most diagnostic cues in all experiments to date. The results for common 

knowledge details and self-handicapping strategies are somewhat more erratic. Truth 

tellers sometimes report a similar amount of common knowledge details as liars and 

perhaps they do so when reporting something they find not important enough to 

discuss in detail. Self-handicapping strategies do not always distinguish truth tellers 

from liars, because they do not occur often. The results related to these three variables 

may therefore become stronger if investigators can implement techniques that make 

truth tellers less likely to report common knowledge details and liars more likely to 

report self-handicapping strategies (Nahari et al., 2019).  Future research is warranted 

to design such techniques.  

 This study was not without its limitations. We did not ask truth tellers to report 

when the trip they talked about took place. However, Vrij et al. (2018e), who used the 

same scenario as used in the current experiment, did ask truth tellers when their trip 

took place. They found low, nonsignificant correlations (all r’s < .07, all p’s > .50) 

between this variable and total details, complications, common knowledge details, 

self‐handicapping strategies, or proportion of complications. Vrij et al. (2018e) did 

not examine checkable sources or plausibility.  

 Another limitation is that we do not know yet why a Ghostwriter method 

would work. Is it simply the result of raising expectations to report more information? 

Or is it the result of a free-flowing memory recall in which presentation style does not 

matter and associations are allowed? Given that the method was somewhat more 

effective in truth tellers than liars suggests that the raising expectations explanation is 

the least valid explanation of the two, but future research should examine this. 

 We acknowledge that we carried out a rather basic test of the Ghostwriter 

method, which may be considered a limitation. We did this because it was the first 
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ever test of this method and wanted to see first whether it had any potential. We 

believe further studies are required before suggesting implementing this method. 

These future studies could attempt to replicate the current basic experiment or to 

elaborate on it. For example, by comparing the Ghostwriter method with the Model 

Statement method in one experiment or to introduce the Ghostwriter method in a 

within-subjects design (initial free recall followed by the Ghostwriter instruction 

followed by a second free recall). The latter example will also make the interview 

protocol less basic (only one question was used in the current experiment). 
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Table 1  
Statistical Results as a Function of Veracity 

 Truth  Lie 
   F     p 

Cohen’s d  

M (SD) 95% CI  M (SD) 95% CI      d 95% CI BF10 

Motivation 04.46 (00.58) 04.32, 04.60  04.25 (00.68) 04.11, 04.39 04.15 .043 +0.33 +0.00,+0.65  

Preparation time 05.39 (01.65) 05.05, 05.73  05.93 (01.28) 05.60, 06.27 05.11 .025 -0.37 -0.04, -0.68  

Preparation thoroughness 04.33 (01.76) 03.99, 04.66  04.79 (01.10) 04.46, 05.12 03.77 .054 -0.31 -0.01, -0.63  

Percentage truth telling 96.35 (11.54) 92.17, 100.53  15.66 (22.88) 11.53, 19.78 737.66 < .001 +4.44 +3.78, +4.96  

Total sample (N = 150)           

Number of details 39.16 (17.89) 35.66, 42.27  31.47 (11.86) 28.13, 34.66 10.38 .002 +0.51 +0.18, +0.83 13.67 

Number of complications 06.50 (05.64) 05.48, 07.50  02.64 (02.58) 01.65, 03.65 28.68 < .001 +0.88 +0.54, +1.21 50669.21 

Number of common knowledge details 02.85 (02.76) 02.26, 03.42  04.57 (02.28) 03.97, 05.11 17.27 < .001 -0.68 -0.34, -1.00 366.25 

Number of self-handicapping strategies 00.18 (00.58) 00.04, 00.32  00.22 (00.67) 00.08, 00.36 00.15 .700 -0.06 -0.38, +0.26 0.194 

Plausibility 04.57 (01.16) 04.33, 04.78  03.87 (00.84) 03.64, 04.09 18.43 < .001 +0.69 +0.35, +1.01 493.46 

Verifiable sources 01.55 (01.71) 01.18, 01.88  01.07 (01.37) 00.72, 01.42 03.41 .067 +0.31 -0.02, +0.63 0.972 

Proportion of complications 00.64 (00.32) 00.57, 00.71  00.32 (00.28) 00.25, 00.39 41.98 < .001 +1.06 +0.71, +1.39 86240.06 

Control condition (n = 51)           

Number of complications 06.57 (07.32) 04.37, 08.76  02.29 (02.45) 00.30, 04.27 08.45 .005 +0.82 +0.23, +1.38 7.77 

Plausibility 4.35 (1.23) 3.90, 4.80  3.82 (0.95) 3.41, 4.23 2.99 .090 +0.48 -0.09, +1.04 0.95 
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Number of details 35.83 (15.23) 30.40, 41.25  30.07 (10.72) 25.16, 34.99 02.50  .121 +0.45 -0.12, +1.00 0.78 

Number of common knowledge details 02.22 (02.41) 01.25, 03.18  05.04 (02.22) 04.16, 05.91 18.84 < .001 -1.22 -0.60, -1.80 295.76 

Number of self-handicapping strategies 00.30 (00.88) -0.04, 00.65  00.21 (00.79) -0.20, 00.53 00.15 .701 +0.11 -0.45, +0.66 0.30 

Verifiable sources 1.00 (1.76) 0.47, 1.63  1.00 (1.48) 0.43, 1.57 .000 1.000 0.00 -0.55, +0.55 0.28 

Proportion of complications 00.67 (00.35) 00.55, 00.80  00.27 (00.25) 00.16, 00.39 21.91 < .001 +1.34 +0.71, +1.39 795.56 

Be detailed condition (n = 48)           

Number of complications 05.68 (04.04) 04.36, 07.00  02.26 (02.16) 00.89, 03.64 13.04 .001 +1.04 +0.42, +1.63 39.60 

Plausibility 04.28 (00.94) 03.94, 04.62  03.65 (00.71) 03.30, 04.00 06.73 .013 +0.76 +0.17, +1.32 4.05 

Number of details 33.92 (17.63) 28.31, 39.53  26.39 (08.20) 20.54, 32.24 3.50 .068 +0.54 -0.04, +1.11 1.17 

Number of complications 05.68 (04.04) 04.36, 07.00  02.26 (02.16) 00.89, 03.64 13.04 .001 +1.04 +0.42, +1.63 39.60 

Number of common knowledge details 03.68 (03.57) 02.54, 04.82  04.43 (01.70) 03.25, 05.62 00.85 .361 -0.26 -0.83, +0.31 0.41 

Number of self-handicapping strategies 00.12 (00.33) 00.01, 00.23  00.04 (00.21) -0.07, 00.16 00.90 .348 +0.29 -0.29, +0.85 0.41 

Verifiable sources 01.40 (01.47) 00.72, 02.08  01.13 (01.89) 00.42, 01.84 00.31 .582 +0.12 -0.43, +0.68 0.33 

Proportion of complications 00.59 (00.34) 00.47 (00.70)  00.29 (00.23) 00.17 (00.42) 12.11 .001 +1.01 +0.41, +1.61 28.63 

Ghostwriter condition (n = 51)           

Number of complications 07.23 (05.36) 05.11, 08.95  03.40 (02.99) 01.65, 05.15 09.83 .003 +0.88 +0.29, +1.44 12.94 

Plausibility 05.04 (01.18) 04.64, 05.44  04.12 (00.78) 03.72, 04.52 10.62 .002 +0.92 +0.32, +1.49 17.30 
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Number of details 47.15 (18.12) 40.85, 53.46  37.72 (13.45) 31.29, 44.15 04.43 .041 +0.59 +0.02, +1.14 1.67 

Number of common knowledge details 02.62 (01.94) 01.68, 03.55  04.16 (02.75) 03.21, 05.11 05.41 .024 -0.65 -0.08, -1.20 2.44 

Number of self-handicapping strategies 00.12 (00.43) -0.13, 00.36  00.40 (00.76) 00.15, 00.65 02.71 .106 -0.46 -1.00, +0.11 0.85 

Verifiable sources 02.19 (01.72) 01.65, 02.74  01.08 (01.48) 00.52, 01.64 08.23 .006 +0.69 +0.11, +1.25 7.16 

Proportion of complications 00.66 (00.29) 00.54, 00.79  00.39 (00.34) 00.26, 00.52 09.61 .003 +0.86 +0.27, +1.42 11.95 
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Table 2  

Statistical Results as a Function of Interview Instructions Condition 

 

 Control  Be detailed  Ghostwriter    

 M (SD) 95% CI  M (SD) 95% CI  M (SD) 95% CI F    p ηp
2 

Motivation 04.31a (00.58) 04.15, 04.49  04.60b (00.57) 04.42, 04.77  04.16a (0.67) 03.98, 04.32 06.64 .002 .08 

Preparation thoroughness 03.96a (01.58) 04.04, 04.81  05.36b (01.54) 04.77, 05.55  03.66a (01.43) 93.71, 04.47 07.77 .001 .10 

Number of details 32.67a (13.13) 28.96, 36.94  30.31a (14.30) 26.06, 34.26  42.53b (16.54) 38.46, 46.41 10.05 < .001 .07 

Complications 04.22 (05.61) 03.21, 05.65  04.04 (03.67) 02.72, 05.22  05.35 (04.73) 04.10, 06.53 01.21 .301 .02 

Common knowledge details 03.76 (02.69) 02.93, 04.32  04.04 (02.83) 03.34, 04.77  03.37 (02.47) 02.69, 04.08 00.90 .409 .01 

Self-handicapping strategies 00.25 (00.82) 00.09, 00.43  00.08 (00.28) -0.10, 00.26  00.25 (00.63) 00.09, 00.43 01.31 .273 .02 

Plausibility 04.06a (01.10) 03.81, 04.36  03.98a (00.89) 03.69, 04.25  04.59b (01.10) 04.31, 04.85 05.48 .005 .07 

Verifiable sources 01.00 (01.48) 00.58, 01.42  01.28 (01.67) 00.83, 01.70  01.65 (01.48) 01.21, 02.06 02.23 .111 .03 

Proportions of complications 00.45 (00.36) 00.39, 00.56  00.45 (00.32) 00.35, 00.53  00.53 (00.34) 00.44, 00.61 00.99 .375 .01 

Note. Only mean scores with a different superscript differ significantly (p < .05) from each other.
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