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Article

Credible accounts: What they are and how to
obtain them
Ray Bull
Abstract
This article examines research on cues to credibility, especially those within the
content of what people say. It focuses both on valid cues and on the false beliefs that
many people share about cues to truth/lies. Mention is made that liars try to appear
truthful, and that some lawyers/advocates when cross-examining people try to make
them seem like liars. What constitutes the good investigative questioning of people is
then described, as is a recent recommendation of the United Nations.
Keywords: credibility; cues; cross-examination; good questioning; United
Nations

Which factors influence credibility?
Over 25 years ago Bell and Loftus (1988) found that the amount of detail provided by ‘witnesses’ can have a substantial effect on (mock) jurors’ decisions.
Since then a considerable number of research studies have investigated which
factors regarding people’s accounts of events influence decisions about the
likely truthfulness/falsehood of such accounts made by others (such as investigators/police, lawyers, judges).

Does it really matter?
We might wonder if it really matters which aspects of accounts relate to the
credibility of what people say. Well, in one crucial arena it seems to.
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All of us are aware that in several countries around the world people are
horrendously persecuted and due to this they flee to seek asylum in another
country (becoming a refugee).
In the UK in 2015 the relevant government ministry updated its guidance
on ‘Assessing credibility and refugees status’ in which it was stated that the
credibility of refugees’/asylum seekers’ claims can, in part, be established if
their accounts/statements are (among other things):
‘of sufficient detail and specificity’; ‘internally consistent and coherent’; ‘plausible’.

The importance of detail
The guidance provided by the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees’ guidance also mentions consistency, coherence, plausibility.
In 2003 Kagan stated that ‘Credibility assessment is often the single most
important step in determining whether people seeking protection as refugees
…’ (p. 367). He also pointed out that a large proportion of rejected/unsuccessful applications are due to their low credibility, partly because of insufficient
detail being provided by the applicants.
However, when I was asked (within the UK) to examine how well the
interviews with asylum seeking applicants were conducted, I found that the
interviewers were reasonably skilled but seemed to ‘back off’ from hearing
about/asking about ‘shocking’ detail of maltreatment. (This small scale study
has not been published.)

Beliefs about useful cues
Dozens of studies have focused on the cues that people/the ‘general public’
believe to be useful cues to credibility (truth/lies). Research on this topic is
important for a variety of reasons, including the notion that people’s latitude
of acceptance of beliefs (or attitudes) can play a role regarding which messages are likely to be persuasive (Sherif and Hovand, 1961). Many of these
(believed) cues relate to ‘non-verbal behaviour’ (for example, eye gaze), but
fewer relate to the actual content of what people say (or to how they say it
– for example, speech pauses, hesitations). Here I will only focus on content and how it is said. (One likely reason why research has repeatedly found
the believed in behavioural cues to be of very limited use in detecting truth/
deception is that liars use our beliefs to trick us.)

Content cues to credibility
Very recently Canter and colleagues (2016) showed to their research participants real-life video recordings of people making appeals for information
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about a missing relative that were shown on TV. Half of these appeals were
indeed genuine but the other half were false (in that the person making the
appeal had actually already murdered their family member). The research
participants were asked to assess each appeal/appealer and it was found
that verbal plausibility was significantly associated with assessments of
credibility.
In a study of those who investigate sexual assault Campbell, Menaker,
and King (2015) examined what these professionals said they used to assess
‘victim’ credibility. Consistency of statements, contradictions, and amount
of detail were reported to be widely used cues. Similarly, in a study of police
officers’ (and lay people’s) beliefs about cues to deception, Bogaard and colleagues (2016) found that quantity of details, contradictions, coherence, and
plausibility were deemed important.
These types of verbal/speech cues to lies/truths were also found to be
believed to be important by people taking part in other studies (for example,
by Masip and colleagues, 2012).

But which (believed in) cues are actually valid?
Sweeney (2009) made the important point that although an account may be
thought/assessed/believed to be credible, this does not necessarily mean that
the account is true. To this we could add that some skilled liars may know
what makes an account appear credible.
In terms of the actual content of what people say, Porter and Yuille (1996)
found that only three of the possible (believed in) cues they examined actually discriminated between when students were lying or telling the truth,
these cues being (a) amount of detail reported; (b) coherence; and (c) admissions of lack of memory. Klaver and colleagues (2007) noted a higher rate
of speech disturbances in prisoners’ lying accounts about a crime video
recording shown to them. More recently Masip and colleagues (2016) found
that when students lied to questions (on two occasions) about committing a
(‘mock’) crime their answers were less consistent than when truth telling.

Studies not of ‘real life’
A major criticism of almost all published studies involving attempts to detect
truth/lies is that the video recordings shown to people have not been of people
lying in real-life, high stakes situations (but usually of students lying for the
purposes of the experiment). Few studies have been able to examine in reallife legal/investigative settings which verbal cues might actually discriminate
between truths and lies. In Sweden Willen and Stromwall (2012) examined
prisoners’ accounts of: (a) a crime they had actually committed (and been
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convicted for); and (b) a crime they had not committed but one they tried to
convince the (research) interviewer that they had committed. Only ‘clarity’
of the accounts was found to discriminate (but not consistency, coherence or
detail).

A rare study of lying/truth-telling in real-life police interviews
Due to the ever growing mutual respect between British police forces and
criminal psychologists (that a number of psychologists have over the decades
worked hard to achieve), we were able to secure comprehensive assistance
from a large police force in England to conduct a realistic lie detection study
(Mann, Vrij, and Bull, 2004). This involved real life police interviews with
suspects that were video recorded and in which each suspect sometimes lied
and sometimes told the truth. These recordings were observed for the purposes of our study by a large sample of police officers (not involved in the
relevant investigations). We found an average lie/truth accuracy rate of 65%
(which is significantly better than the chance rate of 50%), with the lie detection rate being 66% and truth detection 64%. Furthermore, those officers who
were more experienced in investigative interviewing performed better.
Interestingly, those officers whose beliefs about cues to deception fitted
with lay person’s stereotypical beliefs (see above; for example, gaze aversion, fidgeting) were the poorest at detecting lies/truths and those who
mentioned ‘content’ cues (e.g. amount of detail, contradictions) were more
accurate.
When we analysed the behaviour of the police suspects in our study we
found (Mann, Vrij, and Bull, 2002) lying to be associated not with the cues
people commonly believe in but with a decrease in blinking and in hand/arm
movements (females) and an increase in speech pauses (that is pausing before
answering a question or pausing during the giving of an account).
In their (2006) overview of many studies examining which speech behaviours might discriminate between truths and lies, Sporer and Schwandt
found that among the very few cues that did discriminate were (a) response
latency and (b) speech errors.

Speech errors/the ‘power of speech’
‘Power-of-speech’ seems initially researched by Erikson, Lind, Johnson, and
O’Barr (1978). ‘Powerless’ speech can characterized by features such as hesitations (e.g. ‘erm …’), hedges (e.g. ‘a bit …’), qualifiers (e.g. ‘I’m pretty sure …’)
and admitting memory loss. By contrast, ‘powerful’ speech is characterized
by a lack of these features (for more on this see Ainsworth, 1993; Mulayim,
Lai, and Norma, 2015). A few mock-juror studies have found powerful/
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confident speech to be evaluated as more truthful, trustworthy and persuasive than powerless speech (Brewer and Burke, 2002; Erikson et al., 1978).
In our study (Clancy and Bull, 2015) members of the public read details
of one of two serious crimes and of the available pieces of evidence including
the verbatim testimony of an eyewitness that was provided in a ‘powerless’
or ‘powerful’ speech style. After reading each piece of evidence participants
assessed the likelihood of defendant guilt and they also gave at the end a
guilty/innocent decision. The witness ‘powerful’ speech style was associated
with guilt ratings. (Also power of speech had a marginal association (p =
0.06) with length of prison sentence.) Furthermore, there were more guilty
verdicts for ‘powerful’ testimony in the rape case (but the opposite was found
for the murder case).

Tactics purposely used to make an account less credible
Whereas an increasing amount of work/research is being conducted on how
best to assist a person to provide an account of what they have experienced,
other work has focused on the ‘opposite’ of this. Some of the ‘traditional’ (oldfashioned?) advice/training given to lawyers whose role is to cross-examine
people giving accounts in court has emphasized how to reduce the credibility
of these accounts by the use of a combative/domineering style involving the
use leading/misleading questions (that can unduly increase contradictions
and inconsistencies).
For example, in their analyses of lawyers’ strategies actually used for
cross-examining rape complainants Zydervelt and colleagues (2017) found
that a substantial proportion of these sought to reduce consistency and
plausibility.
Given that such cues as consistency, coherence, and amount of detail may
well be reliable guides to credibility assessment, then reducing these in people’s accounts would indeed be likely to lessen the credibility of such accounts.
However, some types of police interrogating might also (unwittingly) do this.
For example, if an interrogator/interviewer presupposes that an interviewee
(whether alleged perpetrator or alleged victim) is likely to provide a false
account (at least in parts), then they may well interrogate in a manner not different from that of cross-examining lawyers. Indeed, ‘old fashioned’ police/
investigator training encourages this.

‘Interrogation’ training
In the USA (and many other countries) there has for decades until now been
provided interrogation training by a number of organizations that adopt a
two stage approach. The first stage involves talking with a person (such as a
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suspect) about relevant matters and from the person’s non-verbal behaviour
making a judgement about whether they are lying or not. If this first stage
results in a decision that the person has been lying, then the second stage
involves a set of tactics that are designed not to allow the person to provide
a comprehensive account (such as ‘cutting off denials’). A major problem is
that such training largely involves cues to lying that have been shown by a
growing body of research NOT to be valid indicators of lies/truths. (For more
on this see Vrij, 2008.)

The crucial importance of skilled interviewing
In his seminal 2003 publication Kagan provided some advice on how interviews with asylum seekers should be conducted (for example, use of rapport
and of open questions, lack of intimidation/confrontation).
In Norway Myklebust and Bjorklund (2009) found that in court/legal proceedings regarding alleged child abuse a factor that discriminated between
cases that resulted in convictions and cases that did not was the length of
children’s answers to open questions in police interviews (suggesting that
detail was important).
Given that judicial/legal evaluations may well be influenced by the ways in
which witnesses/victim (and suspects) give their accounts, and thus the ways
in which they are questioned/interviewed, it would seem important that those
who interview/question them are trained in ways which allow witnesses’/
(alleged) victims’ accounts to contain factors known nowadays to indicate
truthfulness (or otherwise), such as use of the ‘PEACE’ model of investigative
interviewing (see Milne and Bull, 1999 for a comprehensive review).

Time for a change
Draft reports of research studies conducted soon after the tape-recording of
interviews with suspects in England became mandatory in 1986 found mostly
low levels of skills, which led the government and police chiefs to set up (in
1991) a working party of highly experienced police investigators to develop
up-to-date training on interviewing/interrogating. In light of their deliberations they recommended what they called the ‘PEACE’ model/approach.
This change began in 1992 and it involved guidance documents and training courses that all police interviewers in England and Wales must attend
and which contained much research based cognitive and social psychology
(Milne and Bull, 1999).
While these detectives were having their working party meetings the
senior London police officer, Tom Williamson, convened a different small
working party of detectives and psychologists (including Eric Shepherd,
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Stephen Moston and myself) that produced in 1991 a two volume (unpublished) overview of aspects of psychology that might be useful to the improving of such interviewing/interrogating. This overview was made available
to the national team of detectives that was developing ‘PEACE’. Once that
team of detectives had drafted their guidance documents they sent drafts
of these to me asking if they had ‘got the psychology correct?’ They indeed
had.

Some of the (1992) seven ‘principles’ of ‘PEACE’
‘The role is to obtain accurate and reliable information from suspects, witnesses or victims in order to discover the truth about matters under investigation’ – so no focus on the mere gaining of confessions.
‘Interviews should be approached with an open mind. Information obtained
from the person who is being interviewed should always be tested against
what the interviewing officer already knows or what can reasonably be established.’ (For our research on this disclosing of evidence/information by interviewers see Dando and Bull, 2013; Dando and colleagues, 2015.)

What is ‘PEACE’?
P
E
A
C
E

Planning and Preparation
Engage and Explain
Account
Closure
Evaluation

(see the 2010 document of the National Investigative Interviewing Strategic Steering Group entitled ‘Advice on the structure of visually recorded witness interviews’ that is available online at http://library.college.police.uk/docs
/npia/BP-Nat-Investigative-Interviewing-Strategy-2009.pdf

Is ‘the ‘PEACE’ model/approach effective?
In our study of 142 interviews with people who may have been involved in
‘benefit fraud’ we examined whether interviewing in a way that is compatible with the ‘PEACE’ approach bore any relationship to the actual outcomes
of these interviews (Walsh and Bull, 2010). Overall we found that better
‘PEACE’ interviewing was associated with securing a greater number of comprehensive accounts, including exculpatory ones as well as admissions/confessions. (Also, see our other relevant studies such as Walsh and Bull, 2012a,
2012b, 2015.)
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‘PEACE’ in our time?
In light of psychological research such as that described above, a growing number of countries/organizations have decided to adopt the ‘PEACE’
model/approach of investigative interviewing. Indeed, very recently (in
summer 2016) the United Nation’s ‘Special Rapporteur on torture and other
cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment’ (Juan E. Mendez)
submitted his report that was then transmitted by the UN Secretary-General
to the UN General Assembly. In this report its summary stated that:
The Special Rapporteur … advocates the development of a universal protocol identifying a set of standards for non-coercive interviewing methods and procedural
safeguards that ought, as a matter of law and policy, to be applied at a minimum to
all interviews by law enforcement officials, military and intelligence personnel and
other bodies with investigative mandates.

When mentioning this this ‘universal protocol’ the UN Special Rapporteur noted that ‘Encouragingly, some States have moved away from accusatorial, manipulative and confession-driven interviewing models with a view
to increasing accurate and reliable information and minimizing the risks of
unreliable information and miscarriages of justice’ and that ‘The essence of
an alternative information-gathering model was first captured by the PEACE
model of interviewing adopted in 1992 in England and Wales … investigative
interviewing can provide positive guidance for the protocol …’. Furthermore
the Special Rapporteur stated that: ‘investigative interviewing … comprises a
number of essential elements that are key to the prevention of mistreatment
and coercion and help to guarantee effectiveness’ and that:
Interviewers must, in particular, seek to obtain accurate and reliable information in
the pursuit of truth;
gather all available evidence pertinent to a case before beginning interviews; prepare and plan interviews based on that evidence;
maintain a professional, fair and respectful attitude during questioning;
establish and maintain a rapport with the interviewee;
allow the interviewee to give his or her free and uninterrupted account of the events;
use open-ended questions and active listening;
scrutinize the interviewee’s account and analyse the information obtained against
previously available information or evidence;
and evaluate each interview with a view to learning and developing additional skills.

All of these skills have since 1992 been emphasized within the PEACE
protocol/method we developed in England and Wales.
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Concluding comments
A growing body of research in several countries is making it clear that to
achieve effective assessments of people’s credibility it is necessary to focus on
the content of what they say rather than on their accompanying behaviour.
However, without effective training the inconsistency (Jowett and O’Donnell,
1992) between people’s ‘common-sense’ (i.e., believing the behaviour that
accompanies speaking provides valid cues to truth/lies) and the findings of
relevant, quality research will not easily be resolved. There seems to exist
no relevant published research on the notion that humans have evolved a
‘cheater detection’ module (Cosmides, 1989) – indeed a wealth of research literature has consistently found that most people, without valid training, are
very poor at detecting lies/truth (Vrij, 2008).
Around the world there are growing moves away from pressurizing/coercive
interrogating that merely seeks a confession (rather than extensive information) and towards investigative interviewing conducted in a manner designed
to elicit comprehensive accounts in an ethical way. Such a move is supported
by an extensive, recent overview by the United Nations. The contents of what
people say when questioned appropriately will aid credibility judgements by
the analysis of such discourse used in investigative and legal settings.
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