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After some decades in which researchers have been struggling
to ﬁnd cues to deception, Aldert Vrij and Pär Anders Granhag have
taken stock. Their conclusions are straightforward: The cues to
deception that have been identiﬁed are faint and unreliable, polygraph lie detection is more of a promise than a valid instrument,
and the theoretical underpinning of all this is weak (Vrij & Granhag,
2012). They present strong and compelling arguments, so there is
no alternative than following their conclusions.
The alternatives they propose have two perspectives. The ﬁrst
comes from the group around Aldert Vrij (Vrij, Fisher, Mann, &
Leala, 2006; Vrij et al., 2008), the second comes from the group
around Pär Anders Granhag (Granhag & Hartwig, 2008; Hartwig,
Granhag, Strömwall, Vrij, & Af Hjelmsäter, 2011). First, they propose to raise the cognitive load of suspects so that their cues to
deception become more visible. Such is done by having the suspect tell his story in reverse order or by having him tell it while
keeping eye contact with the interrogator. We may assume that
there exist other, yet undiscovered, possibilities to raise the cognitive load. Second, it is proposed to utilize the manner in which
liars plan their lies. One can ask suspects unanticipated questions
and compare their reactions to these after anticipated questions.
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Somewhat related to using the manner of planning is the way one
can probe the differences in counter-interrogation strategies of liars
and truth tellers using the so-called Strategic Use of Evidence (SUE)
technique.
It indeed appears that the proposed perspectives make a theoretical step forward possible. I write ‘appears’ because there are
some weaknesses in the present line of research that may have
unexpected effects. The ﬁrst is that much – but surely not all – of the
empirical support is generated using mock crimes perpetrated by
undergraduate psychology students. In a particular morally laden
ﬁeld as legal psychology it is not very sensible to use undergraduate
student as subjects, unless the researcher can make a strong case
that they are the ideal subjects for the particular study or the study
is on student crimes. Second, not just the types of participants,
but also the types of crimes they have to commit are a problem.
These are so mundane and trivial that there is no point in lying
about them because there is nothing at stake. The type of participants and the types of crimes may have caused the results of some
studies that are quite contrary to experiences in the ﬁeld (an example is Jordan, Hartwig, Wallace, Dawson, & Xhihani, 2012). We do
not know whether the result of such studies can be transferred to
real suspects who are interrogated about real crimes. We neither
know whether the Vrij–Granhag proposal will survive the practical
problems of real interrogations, but I will come to that in a minute.
My third concern is that the experiments in this ﬁeld are almost
always conducted on materials with a 50–50 base rate: 50 percent
liars against 50 percent truth teller, for instance. In practice, however, the base rate is never evenly split. Suspects who have been
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arrested by the police typically have a base rate of guilt that comes
more or less close to 100%. If they deny being guilty, they probably
are lying. Police ofﬁcers may be sensitive to this skewed division,
and adjust their criterion accordingly. If they, for instance, simply
judge all denying suspect to be liars, they are probably right most
of the time. Thus, the accuracy rate typically found in the laboratory (for instance the 60% correct classiﬁcations if the participants
are instructed to look the experimenter in the eyes; see Vrij, Mann,
Leal, & Fisher, 2010), may be an underestimation of what happens
in the real world.
Let me point out some practical problems too. To ﬁnd out
whether a suspect is deceiving the police, the interrogators must
get the suspect to talk. That is not very easy with many suspects.
If suspects refuse to talk, any detection method fails. If the interrogators get the suspect into talking about the crime, they often
do not realize that the suspect interrogation is a form of two-way
communication. For interrogators it is almost impossible to prevent
giving away information to the suspect, for instance by the manner in which questions are asked or by the topics of the questions.
Brandon Garrett demonstrated this in his study that also showed
that the two-way communication may have a devastating effect on
the believability of a confession by an innocent suspect. He studied
cases of the miscarriages of justice in which the confession played
a major role in the original conviction. ‘To my great surprise, when I
analyzed these case materials I found that not just a few, but almost
all, of these exonerees’ confessions were contaminated. [. . .] All but
two of the forty exonerees studied told police much more than just
“I did it.” [. . . T]hese innocent people gave rich, detailed, and accurate information about the crime, including what police describe as
“inside information” that only the true culprit could have known’
(quote from Garrett, 2010, 2011, p. 19). The police just tainted suspect statements by transferring too much information such that
in the end the innocent suspects made a believable confession.
We encountered the same in Dutch cases (see among others Van
Koppen, 2008; Van Koppen, Van der Kemp, & Beijers, 2009), and I
expect this is also a problem elsewhere. We must fear that, contrary
to what Vrij and Granhag anticipate, innocent suspects’ accounts
will resemble guilty suspects’ accounts much more than we would
like. And we must fear that interrogators who are keen on detecting
deceit will introduce and transfer intimate knowledge, also to the
innocent suspects.
On a more general level, the methods of Vrij and Granhag are
part of a tradition in which police ofﬁcers interrogate suspects for
one purpose and one purpose only: to have them confess (De Poot,
Bokhorst, Van Koppen, & Muller, 2004). The police have a good reason to do so: a confession, even if it is retracted afterwards, is usually
accepted as strong evidence in court (Wagenaar, Van Koppen, &
Crombag, 1993). Researchers in legal psychology follow this tradition. Most of the studies view interrogations only as a vehicle
to elicit confessions (see, for instance, Meissner, Redlich, Bhatt, &
Brandon, 2010).
Imagine a police investigation in which there is abundant
evidence against the suspect prior to his arrest. In such an investigation, suspect interrogations are not necessary to secure a
conviction. There is enough evidence after all. Of course, the suspect
must be interviewed, since it cannot be excluded that the suspect
can draw a more nuanced picture of the crime or even put forward
a good excuse.
If there is little or only weak evidence against the suspect before
the interrogation starts, the situation is different. Surely, the police
can secure a confession, but for a convincing confession it is conditional that the suspect produces intimate knowledge. Without
intimate knowledge, the confession is meaningless. With intimate
knowledge, the police have two additional jobs to do: check the
information against what is otherwise known about the crime and
check that the interrogators did not give away the information

125

during interrogations. If the confession corresponds to other information about the crime, the confession itself is not the evidence
any more, but the veriﬁcation of the information.
In the future, the proposals of Vrij and Granhag need to be positioned in this ﬁeld of interrogations. Take, for instance, raising the
cognitive load by telling the story in reverse order. That will only be
a viable police method with a suspect who (1) is willing to talk; (2)
has an alternative story about the crime; and (3) who is prepared to
give this weird reverse order experiment a try. Intelligent suspect
would not comply and the less intelligent are prone to make a false
confession.
The SUE technique poses a comparable problem in practice.
This technique has been used for a good many years by the Dutch
police, not to detect deceit, but to confront the suspect at the
right time with tactical information (Van Amelsvoort, Rispens, &
Grolman, 2010). This method assumes that there is enough evidence against the suspect. But if there is enough evidence against
the suspect, why bother interrogating him in such a complicated
manner?
In short: I think there is still a long way to go before the proposals by Vrij and Granhag will become part of police practice. If
they succeed, I am not so sure that we should be happy. In this
contribution I tried to demonstrate that there is already too much
emphasis on the interrogation of the suspect and too little on the
need for real police investigations (De Poot et al., 2004). Maybe this
is the case because a confession is seen as such a strong piece of
evidence. Or maybe it is laziness, as a police ofﬁcer cynically told
me: We need confessions because we just do not have the time
to go out there and do a proper investigation. Confessions may be
efﬁcient, but there is nothing as diagnostic of guilt as a good police
investigation.
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